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61	–	INTRODUCTION:	RESEARCH	AIMS	AND	METHODOLOGY
1.1 The power of ﬁgurines
Figurines, some would argue there is not a more fascinating ﬁnd to be made in 
archaeology than these small objects. Figurines have been the subject of many 
scientiﬁc studies. Furthermore, they are favourites in museum expositions, for ex-
ample the famous 2009 exposition in the British Museum ‘The power of Dogu’ and, 
closer to home in the Rijksmuseum of Oudheden in Leiden ‘Terracotta’ which ran 
in 2009 to 2010. These expositions attract a wide audience and generate much 
needed revenue for museums. 
 Figurines have even inspired a new-age ‘religion’ partly based on a mod-
ern religious interpretation of prehistoric (female) ﬁgurines. This so-called ‘Mother 
Goddess’ movement was greatly inﬂuenced by the work of archaeologist Marija 
Gimbutas (see, for example, Gimbutas 1974, 1982, 1989). According to this move-
ment female ﬁgurines represent goddesses and as such form proof for the exist-
ence of an ancient worship of a primordial ‘Mother Goddess’. She is seen as a 
creator goddess and she acts as a symbol for an ancient, supposedly peaceful 
time when (wo)mankind lived in harmony with nature. Clearly feminist in its origins, 
this movement reacts against a subjectively experienced suppression of women in 
the past and present (Laganà 2009; Meskell 1998).
 What is it about ﬁgurines that makes them so evocative? Why do we put 
so much value on these little objects? Indeed, why am I writing this thesis on ﬁgu-
rines? Figurines, perhaps more than most other expressions of ancient material 
culture, ‘speak’ to people. Figurines are images of human beings, almost like real 
people from the past. They are like us, and yet they are not. They can be endear-
ing, their small size makes them doll-like, evoking an emotional response when we 
see them. They can frighten us. Their sometimes stylised appearance can make 
us wonder about what we cannot see. 
 From an archaeological perspective, ﬁgurines are also given so much at-
tention because they are assumed to be a window on that most elusive aspect of 
past live: ‘religion and ritual’. They are objects that were made not with an purely 
utilitarian function in mind, but with the express purpose of ‘symbolising some-
thing’1.
 Deﬁning that ‘something’ is a difﬁcult, but enormously fascinating challenge. 
A good start would be to deﬁne what exactly a ﬁgurine is. The deﬁnition to be found 
in an online encyclopaedia2 reads: “a small carved or moulded ﬁgure”. This then, 
naturally, needs to be followed by the deﬁnition of a ﬁgure: “a model of a bodily 
form (especially of a person)”. This seems straight forward enough, but on closer 
inspection is fraught with difﬁculty. What actually constitutes ‘a bodily form’? Put 
differently: what element(s) must be present, and how must it (they) be moulded in 
order for it to represent a bodily form?
1 Much more mundane functions have been attributed to them however. For example, they have 
been interpreted as toys, or educational tools (see, for example, Freikman and Garﬁnkel, 2009).
2 http://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com.
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Douglas Bailey eloquently worded the problem as follows: “What makes an object 
a ﬁgurine? When is something simply an oddly shaped stone, bone or lump of clay 
and when is it a representation? .. When is an anthropomorph a representation of 
a man and when of a woman? When of a child? When of an animal? Are these 
categories exclusive? Are they signiﬁcant?” (Bailey 2005, 15).
 Figurines were evidently a powerful, important form of expression, dem-
onstrated by the fact they were made in many regions and periods. The earliest 
date back to the Upper Palaeolithic and ﬁgurines are still being made today in the 
form of dolls, statues and models. As Hamilton describes it: “Figurines illustrate 
self-awareness, which is a unique human characteristic” (Hamilton 1996, 281). 
So perhaps, by studying ancient ﬁgurines we can learn something about human 
nature in general. 
 When looking speciﬁcally at Near Eastern archaeology, ﬁgurines have re-
ceived much attention. The Neolithic in the Near East brought about profound in-
novations. For the ﬁrst time people established sedentary villages and started to 
rely on domesticated crops and animals for their survival. The creation of anthro-
pomorphic and zoomorphic ﬁgurines, and also the tradition of plastering human 
skulls, is seen by some to be manifestations of people’s attempts to cope with their 
changing world. As such, ﬁgurines are seen by some as being a crucial element in 
interpreting early agricultural societies (Kuijt and Chesson 2005, 152-153). 
 Cauvin, for example, identiﬁed a ‘revolution in symbols’ which accompa-
nied the process of Neolithisation (Cauvin 2000, 22). For him the actual process of 
domestication of crops and animals was preceded by a profound change in human 
psychology which led to the ‘birth of the gods’ (Hodder 2001, 108). According to 
Cauvin we can trace this development in the material record by looking at ﬁgurines, 
with anthropomorphic ﬁgurines representing a ‘female’ divinity and zoomorphic 
(bull) ﬁgurines representing a ‘male’ divinity. Importantly, this focus on bovine im-
agery occurs before the actual domestication of these animals. So, the process of 
Neolithisation, according to Cauvin, was not inspired by purely economic reasons 
but had a ‘cultural origin’, rooted in this new collective psychology (Rollefson 2001, 
112).
 Recent interpretative work on ﬁgurines has begun to study the intrinsic 
qualities of ﬁgurines. This approach adds an entirely new level to ﬁgurine theory, 
by asking not only on the question: ‘What do ﬁgurines mean or do in a particular 
archaeological context?’, but also: ‘What makes ﬁgurines such a potent form of ex-
pression?’ Bailey formulates it as follows: “This second meaning of the ﬁgurine as 
an unintentional, but potent, manifestation of the body in Neolithic communities.. 
Regardless of the other superﬁcial uses (as goddesses, as votives as portraits or 
as objects to be broken and deposited) ﬁgurines saturated communities with par-
ticular images/senses of being human” (Bailey 2005, 199).
 Indeed, ﬁgurines from the Near East often show a speciﬁc set of regularly 
co-occurring intrinsic qualities which can be studied through archaeology.
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8Figurines are often very small, only a few centimetres tall. What could be the rea-
son for this? What effects does this miniaturism have on human psychology and 
perception? Near Eastern ﬁgurines range from naturalistic to very abstract. Some-
times extreme attention is given to some selected parts of the body, for example 
the thighs and buttocks in anthropomorphic representations, while other parts are 
completely ignored, for example the head. What could this mean? Another com-
monality is the material they were made from, which very often is clay. Could the 
material, and the process of moulding it, have meaning in itself? 
 When the ﬁnd context, too, is brought into the discussion, it can be noted 
that ﬁgurines in the Near East are seldom found intact, but often broken. Is this de-
liberate, and if it is, why were they broken? Finally, ﬁgurines are sometimes found 
in contexts related to ﬁre (f.e. hearths, ovens). Also they are often found in open 
areas and debris layers rather than in ‘special’, ritual spaces, which at ﬁrst sight 
seems at odds with their generally presumed cultic function.
 Looking at these two aspects, intrinsic qualities and ﬁnd context, may per-
haps bring us closer to answering the question: what did these ﬁgurines mean to 
the prehistoric people who made and used them? What did they represent? And 
in doing so perhaps we can also learn what they mean to us as modern, western 
scientists. Can we really ever hope to understand why they were made so long 
ago? What is the value of some of these interpretative concepts you ﬁnd in ﬁgurine 
theory today? These are questions I hope to explore in this thesis.
1.2 Research aims 
This thesis is foremost based on a study of the literature on ﬁgurines and ﬁgurine 
theory. In addition I will discuss a small data set from Tell Sabi Abyad. My aim is 
to contribute to the interpretation of prehistoric ﬁgurines by reviewing the methods 
and interpretative concepts commonly used in the current archaeological literature, 
and to apply these to a well-documented case-study. For the purpose of this thesis 
I shall concentrate upon the intrinsic qualities and the ﬁnd contexts of the ﬁgurines.
 Furthermore, I want to critically assess these interpretative concepts 
and their usefulness to archaeological practice. Sometimes, these interpretative 
frameworks can be overburdened with theory and have grandiose and universal-
ist claims. How useful are these concepts when dealing with ‘real’ archaeological 
material?
 My case study consists of the ﬁgurines made and used by the inhabitants 
of the Early Halaf village at Tell Sabi Abyad in northern Syria, ca. 6300-5900 cal. 
BCE1. I will focus on the following aspects associated with the chosen themes.
Firstly, when looking at ﬁnd context I will explore the question of fragmentation of 
ﬁgurines. A popular theme in ﬁgurine theory today is whether or not ﬁgurines (and 
also other objects) were intentionally broken.
1 All dates are calibrated radiocarbon dates unless otherwise stated.
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I will look at the methodological issues surrounding this theme; how can we tell (if 
at all) whether breakage of ﬁgurines was intentional or not? I will explore the level 
of fragmentation in my dataset and will try to establish whether or not they were 
intentionally broken, and if so what may have been the reason for doing so.
 I will also explore the depositional contexts. From what types of spatial con-
texts are the ﬁgurines recovered? Speciﬁcally, to what degree were the ﬁgurines 
from Tell Sabi Abyad found in contexts related to ﬁre, for example hearths and 
ovens? In archaeological theory ﬁre is given great symbolic and ritual importance 
as a medium of destruction but also creation. Figurines are sometimes found in 
ﬁre related contexts and this is often seen as being of ritual importance. Archaeo-
logical theories on ﬁre and its possible ritual and symbolic connotations, however, 
are often very abstract and universalistic. If there is an association with ﬁre-related 
contexts in the dataset, how can we research why this is the case and what it might 
have symbolised?
 The second theme is related to the intrinsic qualities of ﬁgurines. One of the 
key characteristics of the ﬁgurines at Tell Sabi Abyad (and many ﬁgurines in gen-
eral) is their small, miniaturised size. Currently, much attention is given to whether 
or not anthropomorphic ﬁgurines represent males or females. However, there are 
many theoretical and methodologic issues associated with this theme, which I will 
explore.
 Bailey (2005) has added an extra, interesting, dimension to ﬁgurine theory 
by asking: 'what effect did the small size and schematic rendering of ﬁgurines have 
on their human makers and handlers?' I will explore how useful these theoretical 
questions are in archaeological practice. For my dataset I will establish how natu-
ralistic or stylised ﬁgurines are and what this can actually tell us about their pos-
sible meaning and function.
 Finally, the concept of materiality will be dealt with. Materiality is a current 
theme in archaeological theory. Here materials are seen to be more than purely 
functional, but also of symbolical meaning for people handling them. Many ﬁgu-
rines in the Near East are made of clay. Can we use materiality to say anything 
about the importance of clay as a material, and why ﬁgurines are so often made of 
this material?
In chapter two I will discuss the ﬁnd context: the prehistoric site of Tell Sabi Abyad. 
I will focus on the entire site and the past excavation carried out there. The Early 
Halaf settlement will be described in some greater detail. In chapter three I will 
brieﬂy review how ﬁgurines have been studied in the past, and explore current 
trends in ﬁgurine theory. I will also summarise the main points made in existant lit-
erature concerning my research themes. In chapter four I will describe my dataset 
using the archaelogical themes, after the typology of the ﬁgurines has been laid 
out. Chapter ﬁve will be devoted to discussing the ﬁndings from chapter four, and 
critically assessing what practical use the research themes have. The ﬁnal chapter 
will offer some concluding thoughts and propose avenues for further research. 
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2	–	THE	EARLY	HALAF	VILLAGE	AT	TELL	SABI	ABYAD
2.1 Recent research into the Halaf culture
The Late Neolithic in Syria can be dated to ca. 7000 to 5300/5200 BC. The distin-
guishing factor between the Early Neolithic and the Late Neolithic - also known as 
the Pottery Neolithic - is the introduction of pottery. The ﬁrst indications of prehis-
toric pottery cultures were already discovered in pioneering archaeological exca-
vations prior to WWII, and the culture-historical framework, still used today, was 
established in the 1940’s (Bernbeck and Nieuwenhuyse 2012, 19). 
 On the basis of changes and similarities in pottery style a variety of culture 
groups were deﬁned which overlapped in space and time - the Hassuna, Samarra 
and Halaf horizons. Of these styles the ﬁrst two are conﬁned to Iraq; only the Halaf 
culture spread into Syria (Akkermans and Schwartz 2003, 100). The Halaf culture 
takes its name from the site of Tell Halaf where the characteristic painted pottery 
was ﬁrst found. Besides pottery, distinguishing characteristics of the Halaf culture 
include circular buildings (the so-called tholoi) and a variety of characteristic beads, 
amulets and ﬁgurines (Akkermans 1993, 4). The Halaf culture lasted for ﬁve to six 
centuries, from ca. 5900 to 5300 BC (Ibid., 115). 
 Recent research into the Halaf phenomenon has led to new insights and 
a revision of existing views. First of all we now know that ‘the Halaf’ was not a 
homogenous culture. It is mostly a ceramic tradition, other aspects of their material 
culture shows similarities and continuity with other times and regions (Ibid., 116). 
Our terminological framework, moreover, has developed through time, leading to 
a confusing quagmire of terminology, with the Halaf period now being preceded 
by a Pre-Halaf and Transitional period also known as Proto-Halaf (Bernbeck and 
Nieuwenhuyse 2012, 21). 
 Work at Tell Sabi Abyad and other sites show that the rise of the Halaf was 
not a sudden event or evidence of colonisation by new groups, but the outcome 
of a long process of local cultural changes in Northern Syria and Iraq (Akkermans 
1993, 116; Cruells 2012). 
 When we look at settlement patterns and subsistence our views have 
changed considerably. The Late Neolithic has in the past been conceptualised as 
a time of ‘settled village farming communities´ (Bernbeck and Nieuwenhuyse 2012, 
31). This view has now changed completely. Work at, for example, Tell Sabi Abyad 
- more speciﬁcally the discovery of the Burnt Village and the many sealing found 
there - led to the identiﬁcation of a division of society into a sedentary group and 
a nomadic group (Akkermans and Duistermaat 1997; Akkermans and Schwartz 
2003). These groups were not isolated, they interacted and were probably linked 
through marriage and trade over many centuries (Akkermans and Schwartz 2003, 
151). Another example of recent research into mobility in the Halaf period is the 
work done by Bernbeck at Fistikli Höyük (Bernbeck 2012). Bernbeck proposes the 
existence of ‘multi-sited communities’ instead of a division of people into sedentary 
and nomadic groups.
10
Re-Figuring the past
In Bernbeck's model people move between more permanent ‘focal sites’ 
(recognisable by permanent structures for storage, tholoi and ovens) and more 
ephemeral camp sites (Bernbeck 2012, 56). 
 Furthermore, with the exception of some larger sites in the sixth millennium, 
it seems most sites from this period were very small (0.1-1 ha) and seem to have 
been used seasonally, or at least temporarily, by no more than two generations 
as shown by shallow deposits of 1-2 meters (Akkermans 2012; Akkermans and 
Schwartz 2003, 118). 
 There is now a general recognition that local and regional mobility is not 
due to an early separation into nomadic and sedentary groups (Bernbeck and 
Nieuwenhuyse 2012, 31). There does not seem to be a clear distinction between 
more sedentary and mobile ways of life. This has important implication when trying 
to reconstruct political and economic systems (Ibid.). The idea of ‘chiefs’, ‘big 
men’ or other types of authority ﬁgures do not hold up against these new views 
of highly ﬂexible and ﬂuid communities (Ibid.). Indeed, it is now widely recognised 
that there is no clear evidence for social stratiﬁcation in the Halaf period. Clear 
indicators of status are rare, full-time specialisation seems absent or only weakly 
developed and there is no material evidence for ‘public’ institutions like temples or 
shrines (Akkermans 1993, 289). Akkermans stated that leadership was probably 
temporary and changed with changing situations (Akkermans 1993, 2012). Other 
views include the view of groups as dispersed networks (Frangipane 2012), or 
segmented societies (Forest 2012).
 So, in conclusion we can say that the Halaf was not a new ‘culture’ but 
mostly a ceramic tradition. There is much continuity with the earlier Neolithic 
period. The evolutionary perspective is proven to be erroneous, in that the Neolithic 
period did not mean a complete break with the earlier hunter-gatherer way of life 
(Akkermans 2012, 63). The Halaf period in Upper Mesopotamia is not characterised 
by large sedentary societies, chiefs and elites. On the contrary, sites were often 
small, temporal and ephemeral and farming was still combined with hunting and 
gathering.
2.2 The excavations at Tell Sabi Abyad
Tell Sabi Abyad is located in the upper part of the Balikh valley in Northern Syria 
approximately 30 kilometres south of the Syro-Turkish border (Akkermans 1993; 
Verhoeven 1999). Figure 1 shows the locations of the Tell Sabi Abyad and other 
important Late Neolithic sites in the region.
 Tell Sabi Abyad consists of four mounds, named Tell Sabi Abyad I to IV. 
These mound are aligned, roughly linear, in north-south orientation (ﬁg. 2). The 
local name for the cluster of mounds together is ‘Khirbet Sabi Abyad’. Tell Sabi 
Abyad I1, the largest mound, was inhabited for more than a millennium between ca. 
7000-5800 BC (Akkermans 1987, 1993; Van Der Plicht et al. 2011).
1 Henceforth simply referred to as: Tell Sabi Abyad.
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Somewhere in the beginning of the ﬁfth millennium BC Tell Sabi Abyad seems to 
have been deserted. The site was not inhabited again until the end of the second 
millennium BC (Akkermans 1993, 46). 
 Tell Sabi Abyad II is a small Pre-Pottery Neolithic B (PPNB) site dating from 
the second half of the seventh millennium BC, as is Tell Sabi Abyad III. Tell Sabi 
Abyad IV is a Halaﬁan mound which in modern times has been in use as a grave-
yard by the nearby village of Hammam et-Turkman. A white burial tomb stands on 
top of Sabi Abyad IV, which perhaps gave its name to the cluster of mounds - Kh-
irbet Sabi Abyad means ‘Ruin of the White Boy’ in Arabic. 
 Tell Sabi Abyad covers 4.5 hectares and varies in height from ﬁve up to 
ten meters above modern ﬁeld level. The mound actually comprises four smaller 
mounds which merged together over time. 
 A long occupational history has been unearthed at Tell Sabi Abyad. Exca-
vations started there in 1986 and have continued more or less continuously until 
2010. Since then excavations have been impossible to the turmoil and violence 
engulﬁng the area.
 In 1986 work started on the relatively low south-eastern part of the site 
(Operation I). This has revealed a long and continuous sequence of villages dating 
to the end of the seventh and the beginning of the sixth millennium (ca. 6200-5800 
BC) (Akkermans et al. 2006, 123). In culture-historical terms, the excavations at 
Operation I exposed levels dated to the Pre-Halaf to Early Halaf periods. 
Figure	1.	Map	of	Syria,	showing	the	location	of	the	site	of	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	
and	other	Late	Neolithic	sites	in	Upper	Mesopotamia	(Akkermans	et	al.	
2006,	125).
Re-Figuring the past
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At the end of the 1999 
campaign it was decided 
that, in order to answer 
some of the research 
questions related to the 
extent of the site and oc-
cupation numbers, new 
sections of the tell would 
have to be excavated. So 
after the completion of 
excavations in 1999, four 
areas in different parts of 
Tell Sabi Abyad were ex-
cavated in 2001, 2002 and 
2003 called Operations 
II-V (ﬁg. 3).
 Each has yielded strat-
iﬁed deposits assigned to 
the seventh and/or early 
sixth millennium BC im-
mediately below the mod-
ern surface (Akkermans 
et al. 2006, 124). The ear-
liest levels on this part of 
the mound date back into 
the very early stages of 
the Pottery Neolithic, but 
they are covered by strata 
belonging to the same periods as exposed already in Operation I (ﬁg. 4). 
 In addition, the work in Operation III for the ﬁrst time yielded (poorly pre-
served) remains belonging to the Middle Halaf phase (the C-levels), a phase not 
previously documented in Operation I.
 The chronology of the tell differs in each operation, nonetheless a chronol-
ogy was established based on the changing material culture (mostly pottery) and a 
very thorough program of radiocarbon dates. Figure 5 summarises the chronology 
for the four operations conducted at Tell Sabi Abyad and for Tell Sabi Abyad II and 
III. 
 The Halaf ﬁgurines discussed in this thesis were all recovered from Opera-
tion III, so I would like to focus on this area in more detail. Operation III was con-
ducted on the north-western mound of the tell (ﬁg. 3). It is one of the highest part 
of the tell, rising to six meters above the current surface.
Figure	2.	Map	of	the	northern	part	of	the	Balikh	Valley,	show-
ing	the	location	of	the	four	mounds	that	make	up	Khirbet	Sabi	
Abyad	(Russell	2010,	5).
The Early Halaf village at Tell Sabi Abyad
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Excavations in Operation III revealed four successive phases of deposition (ﬁg. 4), 
which were named sequence A (ca. 6900-6200 BC), sequence B (ca. 6200-5900 
BC), sequence C (ca. 5900-5800 BC), and sequence D (ca. 5700-5500 BC) (Rus-
sell 2010, 7). These sequences have been deﬁned on the basis of the stratigraphy, 
independently of their culture-historical attributions.
Figure	3.	The	mound	of	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	and	the	various	excavation	areas.	Operation	I:	south-
east;	Operation	II:	north-east;	Operation	III:	north-west;	Operation	IV:	west;	Operation	V:	south-
west	(Russell	2010,	6).
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Figure	4.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad.	Section	through	Operation	III	showing	the	construction	of	the	mound	
and	the	superposition	of	main	periods	(for	chronology	see	ϐig.	2.5)	(Van	der	Plicht	et	al.	2011,	
231).
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The earliest stage A comprises at least 12 distinct levels which start during the 
Initial Pottery Neolithic (7000-6700 BC) and continue through the Early Pottery 
Neolithic into the early stages of the Pre-Halaf Pottery stage until ca. 6200 BC. 
 The settlement at sequence A was abandoned around 6200 BC at the start 
of level A1 and a new settlement (sequence B) was founded on the eastern slope 
of the mound. Sequence B continues with a sequence of at least 8 levels after 
6200 BC (Pre-Halaf and Transitional periods) (Russell 2010, 7). 
 There are no-
table differences 
between sequenc-
es A and B and cur-
rent dates suggest 
that the transition 
between these two 
periods was real-
ised within a very 
short span of time 
around 6200 BC. 
There is change, 
but not total site 
abandonment; the 
general tendency 
seems to be for 
occupation to shift 
from west to east 
with each new level 
constructed slightly to the east on the ruins of the previous habitation. The transi-
tion from sequence A to sequence B can to some degree be seen as the ﬁnal step 
in this progressive, continuous, long-term movement from west to east. This is 
followed by deposits dated to the Early Halaf (sequence C) and the Middle Halaf 
(sequence D) periods.(Russell 2010, 7; Van Der Plicht et al. 2011, 230-231). The 
detailed stratigraphic analysis available, and the rich set of absolute dates make 
the site a very well-documented case study for investigating Late Neolithic socie-
ties.
2.3 Depositional contexts at Tell Sabi Abyad
Before continuing with a description of the various occupation levels, I will ﬁrst give 
a brief description of the various depositional contexts in Operation III from which 
ﬁgurines and other objects have been recovered. These descriptions are copied 
from Russell (2010, 9).
Figure	5.	Absolute	and	relative	chronology	for	the	excavations	at	Tell	
Sabi	Abyad,	and	for	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	II	and	III	(Russell	2010,	8).
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• Basin: a basin refers to a plastered depression, often inside structures in a 
ﬂoor. These could be natural in origin, due to subsidence of a ﬂoor, or may have 
been formed intentionally;
• Bin: bins are found inside buildings and outside in open areas. They are inten-
tionally made storage areas, some of which are plastered;
• Burial: pit containing human skeletal remains;
• Construction: refers to walls, foundations etc.;
• Floor: the ﬂoor of a building, often plastered. Material said to come from this 
context was found directly on the ﬂoor;
• Gutter: a long shallow ditch like feature running alongside a building on a slope, 
perhaps acting as a drain;
• Hearth: a ﬁreplace;
• Open area: areas devoid of architecture, either between buildings or outside 
building areas;
• Oven: a clay built structure presumably used to prepare food or perhaps to 
manufacture artefacts;
• Pit: a hole dug into the ground;
• Platform: a surface constructed mostly of large mud-brick slabs often used as 
a foundation for a building;
• Room ﬁll: all the material found within a building, excluding material found di-
rectly on the ﬂoor surface (ﬂoor ﬁll);
• Vessel: vessels made of either ceramics, stone or white ware.
2.4 The Early Halaf settlement at Tell Sabi Abyad
Excavations at the mound have exposed strata attributed to the Halaf period in 
several Operations. The large-scale excavations in Operation I have become fa-
mous (see, for example, Akkermans 1993; Verhoeven 1999). The excavations on 
the north-eastern slopes (Operation II), too, yielded Halaf remains (Akkermans 
et al. 2006). Here I shall brieﬂy discuss the more recently excavated, hitherto un-
published, Halaf remains exposed in Operation III. As explained already, we shall 
adopt a broad deﬁnition of the ‘Halaf period’, to also include remains from the Pre-
Halaf and Transitional stages. 
 Russell (2010) summarised the architectural remains recovered in the Op-
eration III sequences A and B. These results will be given below for the layers 
relevant to this thesis: layers A1-B4 (Pre-Halaf) and B3-B1 (Transitional). The true 
Halaf levels in Operation III: C1-C8 (Early Halaf) and ﬁnally C1 and D (Middle 
Halaf) have not yet been published, so giving a detailed description is not possible 
for these layers, a more generalised description will have to sufﬁce (Russell 2010, 
9). It is also important to note that carbon dates for these layers are not yet avail-
able1.
1 However we do know that the C2-C8 were contemporaneous with the Early-Halaf period Level 
3 in Operation I for which we do have C14 dates.
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Layer A1: Pre-Halaf (6335-6225 BC)
Level A1 currently represents the earliest/oldest Pre-Halaf level excavated at Tell 
Sabi Abyad. The settlement area in this level consists of several different build-
ing types dispersed over the settlement site (ﬁg. 6). This level shows an increas-
ing number of buildings constructed in comparison to previous levels. Most of the 
buildings are freestanding with several rooms. The settlement shifted somewhat to 
the east, with the buildings in the west eventually being abandoned. The buildings 
in the east were joined by new buildings resulting in a reduction in open spaces be-
tween buildings (Russell 2010, 
14). 
 The settlement in the A levels 
at Operation III is characterised 
by buildings with one or two 
larger ‘living’ rooms and sev-
eral smaller ‘storage’ rooms. In 
these levels households seem 
to be autonomous with their 
own storage areas contained 
within the house (Ibid., 18). 
The houses were freestand-
ing, but they tend to occur in 
groups of two to ﬁve structures 
with large open areas between 
the clusters (Akkermans 2012, 
68).
Layer B8 - B4: Pre-Halaf (6180-6015 BC)
These levels are characterised by, what appears 
to be, a shifting settlement. Most levels are mostly 
open spaces, with pits, ﬁre pits and bins. Some 
architecture is associated with these levels. One 
circular building with a semi-circular extension has 
been found in level B7 (Russell 2010, 15) (ﬁg. 7). 
Level B6 contained a relatively large building com-
plex. Layer B4, ﬁnally, yielded some walls that may 
have formed some sort of enclosure and a round 
structure, thought to be a silo, which was later re-
used as an oven (Ibid., 16). The open areas also 
revealed wall debris and layers of ash.
Figure	6.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Level	A1,	sub-
phase	C	(Russell	2010,	14).	
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Figure	7.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Op-
eration	III.	Level	B7,	sub-phase	B	
(Russell	2010,	15).
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Apparently this previously inhabited area was later used as an area to deposit 
refuse, perform some domestic tasks (evidenced by the ﬁre pits and oven), and 
perhaps for storage purposes. 
Level B3 - B1: Transitional period (6040-?)
The excavated area in these levels revealed a large structure of at least 11 rooms. 
To the west of structure is an open area containing wall debris and ash. The building 
in this level seems to have been abandoned and levelled before the beginning of 
level B2 (ﬁg. 8). This left behind an open area with pits and ﬁre-pits (Russell 2010, 
16). The same building is then found again in level B2, in roughly the same lay-out 
and location, with a 
gutter running along 
the western wall. 
On the other side of 
the gutter is a large 
open area which 
seems to be the 
western limit of the 
sequence B settle-
ment, with the rest 
of the settlement 
continuing in south-
ern and eastern dir-
ections (Ibid.).
Level: C8 - C1: Early - and Middle Halaf (no carbon dates)
Halaf occupation at Tell Sabi Abyad was not continuous, but occurred as several, 
spatially highly distinct, separate occupations at the site’s south-eastern, north-
eastern and north-western summits, all together comprising approximately one 
hectare (Akkermans in prep., 5). There were large open areas between the vari-
ous inhabited locations and these themselves were very restricted, with only a few 
buildings and other installations (Ibid.).
 The Early Halaf settlement of Operation III is contemporaneous with occu-
pation at the south-eastern part of the site, in particular with Level 3 in Operation 
I, on the basis of ceramic comparisons. Occupation consisted of several small, 
two-roomed, rectangular structures measuring about 4 by 2.7 metres, as well as a 
number of one-roomed circular tholoi measuring up to 5.5 metres across. Found 
in their vicinity were large ovens and other installations, attesting to an intense use 
of the open areas between the buildings (ﬁg. 9). The structures stood in a terrace-
like recess high on the slope of the mound. These structures covered an area of 
no more than a couple of hundred square metres, again revealing the small-scaled 
nature of the Halaf occupation at the site (Akkermans 2012, in prep.). 
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Figure	8.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Level	B2	(Russell	2010,	17).
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Interestingly, there is also evidence for much later Halaf occupation at the sum-
mit of the mound, in the form of two large circular buildings on a stone founda-
tion. These structures are not stratigraphically connected to the lower Early Halaf 
features. This very poorly preserved level has not been dated by radiocarbon, but 
the associated painted ceramics suggest a date in the Middle Halaf period. This 
ﬁnal level shows that settlement was not only (very) small, but also not continuous 
through time (Akkermans in prep.). 
 In conclusion we can say that, even though the Halaf village at Tell Sabi 
Abyad covered a total area of ﬁve hectares, there was never a large Halaf settle-
ment at the site. Instead there are separate small-scale, short-lived occupations, 
with probably no more than a few dozen inhabitants at any one time (Akkermans 
in prep., 6). There is no evidence for any speciﬁc cultic buildings or ritual installa-
tions. Buildings are either domestic in nature or were most likely used for storage 
purposes. There is also no evidence for any differences in status based on the 
structures and associated material culture. The small community at the site was 
therefore, most likely, egalitarian in nature.
Figure	9.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Plan	of	the	Early	Halaf	Settlement,	ca.	5900	BC	(Akker-
mans	in	prep.).
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3	–	THEORETICAL	DISCUSSION
In this chapter I will brieﬂy discuss the theoretical background out of which ﬁgurine 
theory developed. I will discuss some current trends in ﬁgurine theory and how 
ﬁgurines are dealt with in current publications. Finally, the themes which will later 
be applied to the dataset in chapter four and ﬁve, will be discussed.
3.1 Past thinking on ﬁgurines
Early ﬁgurine theory was rooted in a wider theoretical framework of post-enlight-
enment theories in the 18th and 19th century. One of the new strains of thought that 
came out of this period was the belief in the existence of a biological difference 
between the sexes, which were self-evidently thought to result in a mental differ-
ence. Men were thought to have bigger brains and superior intellect making them 
natural rulers. In contrast, women were inclined to act out of emotion, which made 
them natural mothers and caregivers (Hamilton 1996, 282). 
 The control of sexuality was deemed to have been one of the leading ele-
ments in the rise of civilisation, (Ibid.). By the mid-19th century women were thought 
to be in effect a-sexual, while men were thought to be unable to control their sexu-
ality (Ibid.). This view was propagated not only by academics but also in religious 
and medical circles (Caplan 1987, 3), for example when William Acton, fellow of 
the Royal Medical and Chirurgical Society wrote in 1857 that woman: “was so 
pure-hearted as to be utterly ignorant of and averse to any sensual indulgence”. 
(Acton 1853 in Caplan 1987, 3). Nevertheless, female sexuality was regarded as 
more dangerous than male sexuality, and thus in need of constant suppression to 
prevent the degeneration of society (Hamilton 1996, 282).
 Other strands of research in this period such as evolution theory and an-
thropology tied in with this line of thought. Evolution theory was applied, not only to 
the development of species, but also on that of societies. This evolution was pro-
posed by Morgan, Bachofen and Engels (see, for example Bachofen’s 1861 book 
‘Mother Right: an investigation of the religious and juridical character of matriarchy 
in the Ancient World’) thought to be linear and supposedly started with matrilineal 
and matriarchal societies, the original but also lowest form of social organisation, 
and evolved into patriarchal societies over time (Hamilton 1996, 282).
 All these strands of theory created the breeding ground for explanations 
for the (supposedly) predominately female ﬁgurines found at excavated prehistoric 
sites at the end of the 19th century. These ﬁgurines of, often naked, ‘women’ found 
in the oldest prehistoric layers seemed to ﬁt in with the idea of early matrilineal and 
matriarchal societies. They were widely considered to be evidence for this type of 
social organisation and/or for a female-oriented religion based on concepts like 
fertility, sexuality, birth and motherhood (Ibid., 283). These theories were extremely 
universalist, explaining the phenomenon of female ﬁgurines over large timespans 
and geographical areas.
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The assumption was that there was some common psychology in primitive man 
which caused this deep-rooted believe in a ‘live-giving goddess’ (Lesure 2011, 10).
 At the end of the 19th century anthropology was moving away from the idea 
of evolutionary concepts, particularly under inﬂuence of Franz Boaz and the Ameri-
can school at the turn of the 20th century (Hamilton 1996, 283). Anthropology now 
had less inﬂuence on archaeology however, which was developing its own theo-
ries. The period form the late 19th century to about 1960 can best be described as 
the “classiﬁcatory-historical period”, where most concern went into the establish-
ment of regional chronological systems, and the description of the development of 
culture in each area (Renfrew and Bahn 2008, 32). Less attention was being paid 
to theoretical bases of interpretation by archaeologists (Hamilton 1996, 283). Other 
interpretations existed next to the goddess explanation. Palaeolithic ﬁgurines were 
often seen as sexual or erotic items and Neolithic ones as fertility symbols, serv-
ants or concubines for the deceased (Ibid.).
 The 1960s marked a profound change in ﬁgurine theory with the publication 
of Peter Ucko’s groundbreaking thesis: ‘Anthropomorphic ﬁgurines of Pre-dynastic 
Egypt and Neolithic Crete with comparative material from the prehistoric Near East 
and mainland Greece’ (Ucko 1968). In this work he attacks the ‘goddess theory’ 
explanation still commonly given to ﬁgurines. The work is an exhaustive catalogue 
with detailed descriptions of ﬁgurines, unprecedented at the time. By using such 
detailed descriptions Ucko agitated against simplistic categorisations current at 
the time by showing that ﬁgurines were indeed different and could not be all just 
lumped together as being ‘female’. Furthermore, by drawing attention to the many 
different contexts for the use of ﬁgurines by using ethnographic parallels he hoped 
to demonstrate that ﬁgurines could teach us about variety in the past, not static 
conformity (Ucko 1996, 301). He too, however, used some of the same methodol-
ogy as the people whose theories he rebuked. He applied his ideas to widely dif-
fering contexts over large timespans and used ethnographic examples from other 
geographical areas (Hamilton 1996, 283) and can thus still be ranked as universal-
ist.
 However, despite these shortcomings, the impact his work has had on ﬁgu-
rine theory is enormous. He was one of the ﬁrst to criticise the ‘goddess theory’. 
As early as 1962 Ucko noted that there was too little synthesis in ﬁgurine theory, 
publications of ﬁgurines appearing mostly in site reports or large all-embracing sur-
veys. Hardly ever were ﬁgurines from a certain period or region analysed together 
(Ucko 1962, 38). He identiﬁed four main ways of enquiry when trying to interpret 
prehistoric ﬁgurines: (1) the detailed examination of the ﬁgurines themselves; (2) 
the archaeological context of the ﬁgurines; (3) later historical evidence for the area 
concerned; and (4) relevant anthropological evidence (Ibid.). This approach to the 
study of ﬁgurines makes him one of the pioneers of modern ﬁgurine study.
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Another development in the 1960s was the rise of feminism, which also impacted 
archaeology in a profound way. Archaeology had been a male-dominated science. 
Figurine theory still revolved around the female ﬁgurines as erotic imagery for men 
or concubines for the dead, anything but respected, equal participants who helped 
shape a past that did not just centre around males (Hamilton 1996, 28). 
 The most famous protagonist of this movement was Marija Gimbutas. She 
too used ﬁgurines to write the past of Neolithic Europe as being matrilineal and 
matriarchal. In her version, however, this society was the ideal, not a primitive 
form of social organisation. In her books she portrays prehistoric Europe as being 
inhabited by matrifocal, sedentary, peaceful, egalitarian societies who worshipped 
a female deity. This peaceful time supposedly ended when Kurgans, a warlike race 
of horsemen from Eastern Europe, invaded (Meskell 1998, 127; Rountree 2001, 
7).
 Both the goddess movement and Gimbutas have received much criticism 
outside of and also from within feminist ranks. Criticism on Gimbutas can be di-
vided into two main arguments. Firstly, she is accused of deliberately misusing 
science by wrongly reconstructing and exploiting the past to support contemporary 
feminist struggles (Rountree 2001, 5). Secondly Gimbutas, in effect, is accused 
of practicing bad archaeology. As written by Brown, who reviewed criticisms on 
Gimbutas: “she (Gimbutas) illustrates material that validates her assertions, rather 
than presenting reasoned arguments; she uncritically selects objects from scat-
tered sources, regardless of era, geography, or context, eliminating those that do 
not “ﬁt”; and she ignores alternative explanations for the images she cites, includ-
ing ones not at all clearly associated with a Great Goddess” (Brown 1993, 255).
 Feminist archaeologists today fervently try to distance themselves from 
Gimbutas’ work. Meskell fears the damage that Gimbutas’ methodological and an-
alytic weaknesses do to the current attempts of feminist archaeologists when try-
ing to take fresh approaches in considering gender within archaeological contexts 
(Meskell 1995 in Rountree 2001, 8). Ruth Tringham says that accounts like those 
of Gimbutas’ have prevented the topic of gender relations to be taken seriously at 
all by the archaeological (male dominated) establishment  in Europe (Tringham 
1991 in Rountree 2001, 8).
 Hamilton also recognises that the work of Gimbutas (amongst others) can 
be seen as a “millstone round the necks” of feminist archaeologists. On the other 
hand she also acknowledges that these early feminist interpretations “provided a 
broad canvas upon which to recreate the past, which has been beneﬁcial in for-
mulating theory” (Hamilton 1996, 284). Furthermore, she points out that ﬁgurine 
theory has always been political and therefore lacked theoretical rigour from the 
start. 
For example, there has been little discussion on terminology in ﬁgurine theory. This 
has led, amongst other things, to the term ‘sexual characteristics’ (in a biological 
sense) to acquire an additional meaning of ‘sexual activities’, feeding the theories 
of ﬁgurines as fertility symbols and the view of women in the past as solely being 
providers of sex and babies (Hamilton 1996, 284). 
 Also, the nakedness of ﬁgurines has been interpreted as sexually stimu-
lating, again conﬁrming to modern western stereotypes that women were always 
primarily ‘sex objects’. These interpretations, offered mostly by men, were not chal-
lenged by the male academia through rigorous archaeological theory, but mostly 
by early Goddess theorists like Gimbutas. So these Goddess theorist may have 
lacked theoretical rigour, but they put the androcentric bias of archaeology on the 
agenda (Ibid.). 
3.2 Current trends in ﬁgurine theory
Current approaches in ﬁgurine theory are multiple and wide-ranging and therefore 
difﬁcult to summarise, but there are general trends to be seen. 
 First of all, there is now the realisation that archaeological contexts are 
crucial in interpreting ﬁgurines (see, for example, Meskell et al. 2008). Figurines 
are part of the archaeological assemblage and must be interpreted as such. This 
has also led to research focussing on their (often) fragmentary state. Some study 
has also been done into identifying use wear on ﬁgurines (see, for example, Gor-
ing 1991; Meskell 2007; Verhoeven 2007) and using experimental archaeology to 
reconstruct the ‘chaîne opératoire’ of ﬁgurines (see, for example, Gheorghiu 2010; 
Meskell 2007).
 This move towards more contextualised interpretations of ﬁgurines has had 
great inﬂuence on their interpretation. Replacing earlier grand unifying theory, it is 
now widely accepted that ﬁgurines represent a unique form of human represen-
tation with a complex array of multiple meanings. These meanings may change 
throughout a ﬁgurines life history as the makers and/or users of the ﬁgurines nego-
tiate their own lives and relationships. A ﬁgurine may change hands several times 
during its life history, be used in many different and differently charged contexts 
and embody multiple signiﬁcances to different people (Kuijt and Chesson 2005, 
155).
 The perceived ‘femaleness’ of anthropomorphic ﬁgurines remains a popu-
lar topic within ﬁgurine theory, but it is now approached in more critical ways. First 
of all, the concept of ‘femaleness’ has come under scrutiny. The debate has shifted 
and now focuses more on the question of gender itself (see, for example, Raut-
man (ed) 1999, for a good overview on diverse approaches to sex and gender in 
archaeological theory).
 In archaeological discourse the term ‘sex’ is understood as being the bio-
logical differences between the male and female body, and ‘gender’ as the so-
cial constructs placed upon these differentiated bodies (Knapp and Meskell 1997, 
186). 
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It is now widely accepted that the binary distinction between male and female, for 
a long time seen as a universal ‘given’, is a modern, western concept. 
 Knapp and Meskell identify a form of essentialism present in archaeology 
that regards: “..the category of woman, and man for that matter, as a ‘given’ which 
is transhistorical and transcultural, and constant over the trajectories of age, status 
and/or ethnicity” (Knapp and Meskell 1997, 186).
 Anthropological studies, in contrast, have shown we cannot assume that 
biological sex provides the universalist basis for the cultural categories male and 
female (Ibid.). Ambiguous gender ascriptions, whether found in images, belief sys-
tems, burial materials, or behavioural expectations suggest that not every society 
was (or is) organised around a bipolar model of male/female. Societies can employ 
multiple or ﬂuid gender categories, including male, female, neuter, third-gender 
persons, or even a dynamic classiﬁcation that moves in and out of sexual/gender 
identities (Rautman and Talalay 1999, 2). 
 So, perhaps archaeologist should ask themselves whether their attempts 
to identify and subdivide ﬁgurines into ‘male’ and ‘female’ categories is really that 
relevant to their interpretation. Furthermore, the often fragmented state of ﬁgurines 
should make us wonder if it even possible to make any valid statements about 
their sex. Perhaps the parts we do not ﬁnd have certain characteristics that would 
change their interpretation (Biehl 2006, 204).
 Secondly, perhaps under inﬂuence of recent gender studies, it is now ques-
tioned if most (according to some: all) ﬁgurines actually portray women, a ques-
tion already posed by Ucko several decades earlier. How can we be sure that our 
perceived exaggeration of, for example, buttocks or thighs, means that a ﬁgurine is 
female? Also, many ﬁgurines are found that do not show any clear signs of gender 
at all. These ﬁgurines have often been ignored in the past, simply omitted from 
publications, or falsely interpreted as being female (see, for example, Knapp and 
Meskell 1997). 
 This bias arose from the assumed binary distinction between male and 
female, there simply was no room for other interpretations. These sexless, am-
biguous or dual-sexed images raise important questions regarding ancient views 
on gender. Were sexless ﬁgurines truly seen as being ‘neuter’, or gender free? 
Was their gender perhaps ﬂuent, depending on the handler and/or situation? Did 
dual-sexed ﬁgurines really represent hermaphroditic individuals (Rautman and Ta-
lalay 1999, 3)? Interestingly his debate has led some authors to reassert, while 
recognising the ambiguity of gender, that most anthropomorphic ﬁgurines do in fact 
represent females (see, for example, Bailey 2005; Lesure 2002, 2011). 
 The representational variability in ﬁgurine assemblages offer a ‘window on 
society’ (Lesure 2002, 591). Differences between ﬁgurines may provide clues to 
the social structure of societies, images and themes pointing toward loci of social 
tensions and struggles (Ibid.). Cyphers Guillén (1993), for example, uses ﬁgurines 
to study changing conﬁgurations of interpersonal and intergroup relations and how 
these were used by an emergent authority at Chalcatzingo. 
Gopher and Orrelle (1996) studied anthropomorphic representations made by the 
Yarmukian culture in the Southern Levant. These ﬁgurines possibly encode in-
formation about female reproduction statuses and could be a manifestation of a 
social mechanism to control female reproduction which might indicate a changing 
role of women in society (Gopher and Orrelle 1996, 255).
 Such recent approaches have in their turn attracted criticism. Lesure (2002) 
identiﬁes some problems with using ﬁgurines in social analyses. The social con-
texts of ﬁgurines are often deﬁned by researchers’ speciﬁc engagements with the 
material. One challenge in placing ﬁgurines in their social contexts is determining 
the scale of social processes and ﬁgurines. Sometimes, the social processes and 
contexts that ﬁgurines supposedly represent play out at such a large scale (tem-
poral and spatial) that it is unlikely individuals making and using ﬁgurines had any 
concept that these processes were taking place at all (Lesure 2002, 592).
 Lesure points out a second problem, namely that social contexts where 
ﬁgurine making took place often take on a rather conventionalised, universalist 
character. For example, stress (be it fear of droughts, infertility etc.) is often named 
as the reason for ﬁgurine making in an attempt to negotiate these treats with ﬁgu-
rines functioning as idols and ritual objects (Ibid.).
 Bailey recognises a current trend in ﬁgurine studies where interpretations 
are biased towards ritual and religion, and practical functions (f.e. as idols or toys) 
given are anecdotal (Bailey 2005, 12). Seldom are any substantive arguments 
given to support their interpretations. These accounts make for a good read, but 
they lack theoretical rigour. Complete and seamless interpretations are given, and 
readers are not given the opportunity to trace the ways that the data are joined with 
interpretations (Ibid.). Many analysts propose multiple uses for ﬁgurines, which 
are often based on historical or ethnographic analogies. Many of these analogi-
cal arguments are built up in isolation, without attempts to build up any form of 
systematic procedures for assessing the relevance of particular materials for com-
parison to archaeological cases (Lesure 2002, 590). Studies concern themselves 
with championing a particular use or take a shotgun approach, listing a variety 
of speciﬁc uses without attempting to evaluate them archaeologically (Ibid.). This 
problem was already voiced by Ucko in 1962, when he remarked that ﬁgurine 
theory lacks synthesis and are in need of a thorough theoretical framework. Many 
site publications stand on their own, being descriptive in nature, they do not at-
tempt  to compare ﬁndings to other relevant archaeological sites and link them into 
a broader theoretical framework.
 The ﬁnal trend I wish to discuss in modern ﬁgurine theory is the focus on 
intrinsic qualities of ﬁgurines. What makes ﬁgurines such powerful tools of expres-
sion, what made them so appealing to past peoples and to us in the present? To 
answer these questions, different questions are being asked: ‘what do ﬁgurines 
‘do’ to people?’, and ‘how do they come to have an effect on people?’.
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Here, it is of less importance what function a ﬁgurine had (f.e. as fertility symbols, 
toys or birthing aids), but the ﬁgurine as a form of expression is being studied. Bai-
ley explicitly deﬁnes ﬁgurines as “durable three-dimensional miniature representa-
tions”, drawing attention to several elements critical in their interpretation (Bailey 
1996, 291). According to Bailey studying their durability, three-dimensionality, min-
iaturised size, and their emphasis on representing separate categories of people, 
animals and geometric forms, are the way forward in ﬁgurine theory (Ibid.). 
3.3 Themes
I will now continue by discussing the themes which I will later apply to the dataset 
from Tell Sabi Abyad. I will start with two themes that are context related, namely: 
the degree of fragmentation and depositional context in association with ﬁre. I will 
then move on to the themes which are related to the intrinsic qualities of ﬁgurines: 
miniaturisation, schematisation and materiality. 
 My goal here to give an overview of the literature on these themes. Later I 
will apply the them on the dataset (chapter four) and interpret the results and as-
sess their value in archaeological practice (chapter ﬁve).
3.3.1 Depositional context: fragmentation 
The study of ‘fragmentation’ in archaeology can be described as researching the 
“articulation of connections between prehistoric people, places and objects through 
the identiﬁcation of deliberate acts of breakage, exchange and deposition of ma-
terial items” (Brittain and Harris 2010, 581). The debate on fragmentation in the 
archaeological record revolves around two main questions: (1) ‘is it possible for us 
to establish whether breakage was deliberate or not?’, and (2) ‘if objects (ﬁgurines 
among them) are indeed deliberately broken, what could deliberate breakage sig-
nify?’
 A major contributor to the subject is Chapman, who has written two books 
and many articles on the subject (Chapman 2000; Chapman and Gaydarska (eds) 
2007). He proposes a radical new way of looking at the archaeological record. Ac-
cording to him, we are conditioned to view the fragmentary state of the archaeolog-
ical record as the result of accidental breakage and taphonomic processes, making 
most of us unwilling to even entertain the notion that breakage was intentional and 
meaningful (Chapman and Gaydarska 2007, 2). 
 There are those who feel that objects were not deliberately broken (see, for 
example, Lesure 2002 and the references therein). Others ﬁnd Chapman’s ideas 
interesting, but are critical of his methods. Bailey (2001), for example, voices some 
critique in his review on Chapman’s 2000 book ‘Fragmentation in archaeology: 
people, places and broken objects in the prehistory of south-eastern Europe’. He 
is sceptical with regards to Chapman’s assumptions about taphonomy and (post-)
depositional processes, which according to him are unwarranted and largely un-
investigated (Bailey 2001, 1182).
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Any questions dealing with taphonomy and (post-) depositional processes can only 
be answered by context-based excavations where great attention is given to de-
tailed recording and excavation methodology. The case studies provided by Chap-
man do not meet these criteria according to Bailey (Bailey 2001, 1182). Bailey 
raises some important questions that remain unanswered in Chapman’s work. For 
example, how are we to distinguish between accidental and deliberate breakage? 
How do different raw materials effect breakage? How do different transformative 
technologies (for example pyro technology) affect durability (Ibid.)? The same cri-
tiques are also voiced by Whittle (2001).
 Indeed, the archaeological literature does not offer a wealth of publications 
dealing with the issue of ‘proving’ deliberate breakage in the archaeological record, 
for example by studying break patterns. One rare example is Biehl (2006), who 
identiﬁed potential breakage points (weak points like the neck and extremities), 
and non-potential breakage points (stronger points like the hips) in his ﬁgurine 
assemblage. He found that the number of fractures in ﬁgurines at non-potential 
breakage points were equal to that of potential breakage points which he reason-
ably argues constitutes an argument for deliberate breakage.
 Furthermore, vertical breaks along the body also pointed to intentional 
breakage (Biehl 2006, 204). The 2007 publication ‘Parts and wholes: fragmenta-
tion in prehistoric contexts’ by Chapman and Gaydarska (eds) further develops the 
fragmentation theory put forward by Chapman in 2000. Here they address some of 
the criticism to the 2000 publication and strengthen their case of intentional break-
age by presenting the results of experimental research which duplicated accidental 
breaks on reproduced prehistoric items by dropping them on different surfaces 
and by intentionally breaking them. According to the study “no fracture types un-
ambiguously associated with either accidental or deliberate breakage have been 
identiﬁed but rather, combinations of fracture types showing higher or lower prob-
abilities of being caused by one or the other action”. So, with this experiment they 
aimed to show that accidental breakage of objects in the past was not as easy or 
as normal as is widely suspected (Chapman Gaydarska 2007, 7-8).
 Verhoeven also recognises the lack in rigorous analyses of patterns of 
breakage and post-depositional damage with regards to ﬁgurine study (Verhoeven 
2007, 175). He believes that the main reason for this is that post-depositional pro-
cesses make it very difﬁcult, or even impossible, to distinguish between accidental 
and deliberate breakage. Nonetheless, he feels interpretation is possible by using 
contextual (circumstantial) evidence and he prefers this, perhaps more speculative 
approach, over accepting that all breakage was accidental or post-depositional 
(Ibid.).
 Putting the methodological issues aside Chapman’s premise of fragmenta-
tion puts forward some very interesting ideas. For example, his ideas on a possible 
link between the concepts of fragmentation and that of ‘enchainment’. 
Theoretical discussion
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Drawing from the models put forward by Mauss on gift exchange in Melanesia, 
Chapman argues that selected material fragments were used in social exchanges, 
linking objects to people and places with their own life histories. This he terms 
the ‘process of enchainment’. Reﬁts of fragments found within sites or fragments 
distributed among various sites, sometimes considerable distances apart, are con-
sidered illustrative of such transactions (Brittain and Harris 2010, 583). These re-
lations between people and things may be described as ‘inalienable’ - that is, the 
relationship is inseparable from the act of transformation/revelation. At any part of 
the mid-life stage in an object biography, further transformations of objects could 
have occurred, such as breakage into fragments, wear, burning, further decoration, 
etc. (Chapman and Gaydarska 2007, 8).
3.3.2 Depositional context: ﬁre 
Fire is a much discussed topic in archaeological literature. More often than not, 
however, research focuses on technical dimensions of ﬁre, like products of ﬁre and 
aspects of pyrotechnology. The symbolic dimension and human experience of ﬁre 
is much less often discussed (Verhoeven 2010, 25). Hearths and ovens form the 
exception, much more has been said on their symbolic meaning (Ibid., 33). Many 
have suggested that hearths were not just functional objects, but most probably 
also spatial, social and symbolic focal points. Hearths were probably also cen-
tres of ritual activities, and had important cosmological meanings and associations 
(Ibid.). An archaeological example given by Verhoeven is the Upper Palaeolithic 
site of Dolní Věstonic, where large numbers of fragmented and burnt clay ﬁgurines 
were found associated with hearths. It is likely that these ﬁgurines were intention-
ally destroyed in the ﬁre (see also Verpoorte 2000) (Ibid., 34). This highly interestin 
example is perhaps not quite relevant to the Neolithic in the Near East perhaps, but 
other Near Eastern parallels are known, for example at the Halaﬁan Yarim Tepe II 
and Aripachiyah (see chapter ﬁve). 
 Ovens and furnaces are seen in the same light as more than purely func-
tional items, but as also having important symbolical and supernatural dimensions, 
along with the ﬁre contained in them and the products made in them (Ibid.). From 
ethnographical studies it is known that in many instances, the act of burning some-
thing is seen as unnatural and dangerous; ﬁre creates materials which are not 
present in nature. Because of the paradoxical nature of ﬁre, able to transform and 
create but also capable of destruction, people have ambivalent feelings towards it 
(Ibid.).
 Goudsblom (in Verhoeven 2010) sees the domestication of ﬁre, and not the 
adoption of agriculture, as the ﬁrst major ecological transformation brought about 
by humans. He identiﬁes four key aspects that deﬁne ﬁre: (1) it is destructive; (2) it 
is irreversible; (3) it has no purpose (it consumes all ﬂammable materials); (4) it is 
self-generating (ﬁre causes heat, heat causes ﬁre) (Verhoeven 2010, 31-32). 
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Fire is potentially a source for major destruction, but by learning to control it, it 
became an enormously useful tool which helped us shape the world around us. 
Fire changes a substance from one state to another. This aspect is very important, 
I argue, especially in relation to clay, where soft mouldable material, turned into a 
hard inﬂexible substance. Fire became a medium for destruction but also for crea-
tion and transformation; it is not hard to imagine that it became imbued with special 
meanings and connotations. 
3.3.3 Intrinsic qualities: miniaturisation and schematisation 
In his book ‘Prehistoric ﬁgurines’ Bailey devotes an entire chapter to the subject 
of ‘miniaturism and dimensionality’. He sees the small size of ﬁgurines and their 
three dimensionality as key concepts in their interpretation (Bailey 2005, 28). The 
section below is a summary of the main points made by him. 
 There are different ways to think about size reduction in objects. We can 
view small objects as being reduced in proportion to an original (f.e. the scaling 
down in maps, toy cars etc.). Another way is to see the human body as the essen-
tial measure of scale, in this way objects relate to humans in three ways: life-size, 
smaller than life-size and larger than life-size. Thinking about size in this way, leads 
us into a world where all spatial relationships are dictated by the size of the human 
body (Ibid., 28-29). 
 Figurines are not models, in the sense they do not attempt to be precise 
replicas, but they are miniatures, small things that do not seek accuracy in rep-
resentation (Ibid., 29). Miniaturisation works through two processes: abstraction 
and compression. Miniaturisation reduces detail, in this lies much of the power of 
a miniature because it demands selection, and thus shows intention on the part of 
the maker on what is shown and what is omitted (Ibid., 32). In a way viewers are 
cheated, they do not see everything. This changes the relationship between ob-
server and object and affects how objects are perceived and understood. Through 
abstraction the object is made active, because viewers are forced to make infer-
ences. These inferences can be limitless and depend on the viewer, thus ﬁgurines 
can be perceived differently by different people (Ibid.). Compression also adds 
power to miniaturisation, because it concentrates and distils what is normal in eve-
ryday reality into a denser expression of a part of that reality. In other words, minia-
turism reduces and excludes, but it multiplies the abstracted remainder (Ibid., 33). 
 A miniature enlarges the handler, making him or her feel omnipotent by 
evoking feelings of omnipotence and omniscience. This makes the world more 
manageable, understandable and thus comforting the handler (Ibid.). Figurines 
are not only miniatures, they are three-dimensional miniatures. This quality adds 
another dimension to the power of miniaturisation, because it invokes the sense 
of touch, adding a sense of intimacy. You have to be close to a miniature to view it 
properly, and this requires physical engagement on the part of the handler (touch-
ing instead of just looking) (Ibid., 38). 
Another critical aspect of three-dimensionality is the fact it allows for different views 
of the object. A two-dimensional representation is ﬁxed, the perspective is dictated 
by its maker (Ibid., 39). With ﬁgurines this is not the case, as a case study at Çatal-
höyük poignantly shows. Here ﬁgurines were viewed and ﬁlmed from different an-
gles. Some of the ﬁgurines, which at ﬁrst sight looked to be unsexed, looked more 
like phallic symbols with changing angles (Meskell 2007, 146). So, paradoxically, 
a ﬁgurine might allow for different views, but their three-dimensionality makes that 
you can never view the entire object at once (Bailey 2005, 40). 
 Looking at ﬁgurines in this way, may help us to understand why ﬁgurines, 
as three-dimensional objects, are such potent tools of expression. They can be 
handled, manipulated, which engages the handler to the object. They invoke their 
handlers to make inferences about the things that cannot be seen. These infer-
ences can be different for different people, showing that ﬁgurines can have multiple 
meanings to different people. 
 Schematisation, as stated above, is associated with the concept of minia-
turisation. By focusing the viewer’s attention on particular body parts, those parts 
are isolated and emphasised (Ibid., 80). Segmenting the body alludes to what is 
absent. It can be argued that what is depicted is less important than what is omit-
ted. After all, what is absent is the stimulus for the viewer to draw inferences (Ibid., 
81). 
 In his study of Greek Neolithic ﬁgurines, Hourmouziadis also raises this 
point. According to him, analysis of ﬁgurines should not focus solely of morphology, 
but should examine the content of the ﬁgurine, the idea that the maker wanted to 
express (Hourmouziadis in Bailey 2005, 154). In his discussion particular focus is 
paid to the perceived tendency for unreal and distorted representation of anatomi-
cal detail. These distortions are not the result of lack of skill or carelessness on the 
part of the moulder, but are intentionally repeated and follow principles of exag-
geration and transformation (Ibid.). 
 Hourmouziadis suggests that we should look at ﬁgurines in two ways. First-
ly, ﬁgurines are objects which carry the views of their maker, which in turn are con-
tinuations of the views held by the community. Secondly, ﬁgurines are  instruments 
of particular social behaviour; the views transferred into ﬁgurines by their makers 
are interpreted and internalised by others in personals ways (Ibid.). 
3.3.4 Intrinsic qualities: materiality 
Materiality in archaeology looks at artefacts and materials as material culture. It 
is very much a post-processual response to the functionalist explanations in the 
1950’s (Hurcombe 2007, 5). Material culture, in a utilitarian sense means ‘every-
thing made or manipulated by people’. But, more importantly, material culture in 
post-processual reasoning came to be about the cultural signiﬁcance of objects 
and the way they people interact with objects to create social and symbolic mean-
ings. So, material culture is a set of social relationships between people and ob-
jects, and way of non-verbal communication (Hodder 1990; Hurcombe 2007). 
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Meaning and thought gives shape to material culture, and material culture also 
shapes meaning and thought.
 Next to this, literature also deals more with the materials themselves, not 
just the objects; in order to understand material culture, it is also important to exam-
ine what the material artefacts are made from. Materials behave in certain ways, 
constrained by their physical properties and they are multi-dimensional: they have 
colours, textures, sounds, smells and tastes. Many of these properties are difﬁcult 
for us to fully appreciate now (Hurcombe 2007, 109). Also, all materials have a 
source, in the case of geological sources as clay, they come from particular loca-
tions in the landscape. People may form personal relationships with materials, they 
know a plant, an animal or a mineral resource and thus there can be a social his-
tory related to it (Ibid.). 
 Furthermore, different materials have different lifespans and respond dif-
ferently to deliberate attempts to destroy them. The degrees of permanence or 
transience of a material and the degree to which it can be recycled into something 
else, inﬂuence the social perceptions of that particular material (Ibid.). 
What can we say about the properties of clay? What ﬁrst comes to mind is its ver-
satility. It is a common material, and can be used (and has been used) for widely 
varying purposes; from making ﬁgurines to building large structures. Clay can be 
used as is, but it can also be ﬁred, changing its properties. From a plastic, mould-
able material, it changes into a rigid one which holds the form it has been given. 
Furthermore, clay is not an uniform material but varies, and its properties can be 
manipulated as well by adding other materials to it (f.e. straw, sand etc.) (Ibid., 
166). The plasticity of clay makes it one of the most powerful expressive mediums 
and its durability after ﬁring makes it one of the most common artefacts found in 
the archaeological record.
 The materiality of clay is not really dealt with in many publications beyond it 
being part of ﬁgurine descriptions. Clay as a material remains highly un-theorised. 
Perhaps because it is difﬁcult to make meaningful statements. It is in easy assump-
tion to make that clay is the logical choice to use in ﬁgurine making because it is so 
commonly available and easy to form. But perhaps, the very fact that it was easy 
to mould, might have given it special signiﬁcance. A further important symbolical 
dimension is the potential of clay to transform, from pliable to hard and brittle by 
exposing it to heat (ﬁre). Some see the emergence of pottery as one of the major 
milestones in human evolution (see, for example, Bailey 2005), which signiﬁcantly 
impacted the life of prehistoric people. He feels that the ability to work a natural, 
plastic substance like clay and transform it, through ﬁring, into a permanent me-
dium required special skills. So, perhaps early potters played a special role within 
society (Bailey 2005, 5). 
 However, we should not overestimate the importance of pottery, especially 
in its early stages. It is clear that in the Near East the ﬁrst appearance of pottery in 
the Initial Pottery Neolithic was not the 'revolution', or the watershed moment it is 
sometimes made out to be (see, for example. Akkermans et al., 2006).
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3.4 Methodological issues
As the previous paragraphs have shown, there have been considerable advances 
in ﬁgurine theory. However, it is also apparent that the discipline also suffers from 
some shortcomings.
 Literature on ﬁgurines can broadly be separated into two categories: (1) 
site publications of ﬁgurines (either as part of the complete set of material culture 
found at a site or as a separate category); and (2) publications on ﬁgurine theory 
(how to interpret ﬁgurines) or publications in which ﬁgurines are used to explain 
certain archaeological phenomena. 
 Site publications are often mainly descriptive (for example Loze 2005), 
in others contextual analyses are also made (for example Garﬁnkel et al. 2010; 
Meskell et al. 2008). Some just ‘cherry pick’ the most beautiful and best preserved 
ﬁgurines (see Meskell 2007). Some also highlight some other aspects of the ﬁgu-
rines in their dataset, for example use wear or their production process (Garﬁnkel 
et al. 2010; Meskell 2007). What most of them do not do is synthesize their ﬁnds 
with other relevant sites. This is very poignant if one looks at the Halaf ﬁgurines, 
prized (art) objects, but any overview of Halaf ﬁgurines and interpretation is lack-
ing. 
 The second type of publications dealing with ﬁgurine theory and which use 
ﬁgurines as ‘evidence’ have their own methodological issues (Bailey 2005; Cauvin 
2000; Lesure 2011). Firstly, they often use analogies (either to other archaeologi-
cal or ethnographic examples). Analogy is not bad in itself, quite to the contrary - it 
is indispensable - but only when used properly1. Kuijt and Chesson (2005) offer 
a critical review of the important works of Cauvin (2000) and Schmandt-Besserat 
(1997, 1998a, 1998b) and, what they view to be, their inappropriate use of analogy. 
 Another major issue is their sometimes universalist nature. A major inspira-
tion for some of the themes in this essay come from Bailey’s 2005 work: ‘Prehis-
toric ﬁgurines: representation and corporeality in the Neolithic’. His approach to 
ﬁgurine interpretation is refreshing. Drawing from other disciplines, for example 
psychology, he tries to explain how ﬁgurines work, applying his themes on speciﬁc 
case studies. However, as we have seen, it is easy to revert to making very gen-
eralised statements, which in their self might be accurate, but do not really tell us 
anything. 
 For example, when dealing with miniaturism and abstraction, the following 
statements might all be true: representations can be viewed from different angles, 
they invoke a sense of power and omnipotence, you have to view it close-up to 
see details – but what does this tell us when looking at an archaeological data-
set? Can you imply that miniaturism has a universal, psychological effect, that can 
therefore be applied to people from all areas and time periods? And, if we ﬁnd that 
these statements do not a priori apply to all people, then the methodological issue 
arrises: how can we, as archaeologists, ascertain whether or not these effects are 
important in the archaeological case study under investigation. 
1 For a good overview of the problems surrounding analogy and its proper use in archaeology 
see for example Verhoeven 2005.
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4	–	DATASET
In this chapter I will start by describing why the dataset was chosen and how data 
was compiled. I will then set out the ﬁgurine typology. This typology will be based 
on the ﬁgurines featured in this thesis, not on the entire corpus found at Operation 
III. Full descriptions and tables showing an overview of all the ﬁgurine fragments 
can be found in appendix I and II. After the typology has been establishes all the 
ﬁgurine fragments will then be described according to the themes set out in chapter 
three. The ﬁnal step will be to place the ﬁgurines in their ﬁnd contexts. Figurines 
are labelled with their masterﬁle number and are arranged according to excavation 
layer and masterﬁle number (see paragraph 4.1).
4.1 The dataset
As a case-study, in which I seek to apply the interpretative review of the literature, 
I shall study the ﬁgurines from the Late Neolithic (Early Halaf) village at Tell Sabi 
Abyad. The material selected for this case study was excavated in the 2002-2009 
campaigns on the north-western slopes of the mound, in Operation III. 
 As a starting point for this case-study all the ﬁgurines recovered from op-
eration III were put into a database. In the ﬁeld all the objects had been given a 
masterﬁle number, which represents the main identiﬁcation number used for all 
objects found at Tell Sabi Abyad. Objects classiﬁed as ﬁgurines have a masterﬁle 
number starting with either a capital F (Figurines) or a capital O (Clay Objects). 
We1 reviewed all  the F-objects and O-objects for the ﬁeld campaigns from 2002 up 
to 2009. In the ﬁeld, the trench supervisor had ﬁlled out a day form for each ‘small 
ﬁnd’ on which they noted all the basic information on: where exactly the object was 
found, a short description of the object, and a drawing. Photographs were also 
made of some objects.
 Unfortunately, I did not have access to the objects themselves, which must 
remain in Syria. This made identiﬁcation of many possible ﬁgurine fragments difﬁ-
cult. The pieces are small, badly broken and if identiﬁcation in the ﬁeld was already 
difﬁcult, it is nearly impossible now, when drawings are the only visual aid avail-
able. However, while this might at ﬁrst glance appear to be a major drawback, in 
reality this makes this case study extremely relevant, because here we are dealing 
with the reality of interpreting archaeological materials. Figurines are small, fragile 
objects which are almost always recovered in a damaged state. 
 Furthermore, not having access to the archaeological materials is also not 
uncommon in archaeological practice and while it might complicate interpretation, 
it certainly does not make it impossible. 
 The list of ﬁgurines was compiled by adding fragments that were desig-
nated as a ﬁgurine (F) on day forms to the database, even if it was not entirely clear 
for me, based on the drawing.
1 We being: the author, Prof. Dr. P. Akkermans, Ms. M. Brüning and Dr. O. Nieuwenhuyse.
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I only added the unknown objects,starting with O, if they clearly seemed to be part 
of a ﬁgurine, even if they were not always recognised as such on day forms. Frag-
ments that looked to be ﬁgurine fragments, but which I could not put into a typology 
were added and designated as ‘unclear’. I also consulted trench supervisors who 
excavated at Tell Sabi Abyad and who were familiar with the material before add-
ing these ‘problematic’ ﬁgurine fragments to the database. The database may not 
be exhaustive but it was made with the utmost care and certainly represents an 
accurate reﬂection of the ﬁgurines recovered from the ﬁeld.
 In the course of this study it dawned that the availability of day forms as 
the main source of information had other drawbacks besides not always being a 
clear visual aid. Some of the information I needed to interpret the ﬁgurines was 
not always recorded in sufﬁcient detail, or was not recorded at all. For instance: 
was the clay of which a ﬁgurine was made, baked, unbaked or burnt? These terms 
were used in the ﬁeld in quite an imprecise manner, often without clearly specifying 
what was meant by them. Further information on the fabric of the used to make the 
ﬁgurines (ﬁne, medium or coarse) was not always recorded or rather subjective. 
In most cases no ceramic specialist was consulted and super visors made very 
subjective observations;
 Another aspect sometimes lacking was whether or not there were any 
markings visible on the ﬁgurines, valuable information can be gained from study-
ing markings, not only on decorations, but also on how they were made and used. 
 Metric measurements, too, were also sometimes inconsistent. For exam-
ple, in the case of conical shapes, some supervisors would measure length and 
diameter, while others would record the same measurements as length and width. 
I decided to always follow the information on the day forms. 
 The database yielded a remarkable number of 624 ﬁgurine fragments for 
Operation III as a whole (tab. 1). The next step was to link the database with the 
chronological database constructed for Tell Sabi Abyad. Because there is not yet 
a completed chronology for the 2009 campaign, these ﬁgurines were omitted. This 
resulted in a dataset consisting of 269 fragments, still far too many for a BA-thesis. 
I therefore decided to focus on the ﬁgurines from the Halaf period. The term “Halaf 
period” should be understood here in its broadest sense, encompassing the layers 
dating to the Pre-Halaf (A1-B4), Transitional Period (B3-B1), Early Halaf (C2-C8), 
and ﬁnally, Middle Halaf (C1 and D) stages. This leaves us with a much more man-
ageable dataset of 41 ﬁgurine fragments. 
 The focus on the Halaf period resulted from the following considerations. 
Firstly, this selection leaves a manageable number of objects for the scope of 
a BA-thesis. Secondly, these objects all come from a well-deﬁned stratigraphic 
context with secure C14 dates. Thirdly, even though the ﬁgurines come from layers 
with different cultural-historical designations there is cultural continuity within them 
(Akkermans et al. 2006; Nieuwenhuyse 2007). Recent research has shown that 
the transition from the Early Pottery Neolithic to the Pre-Halaf was marked by 
signiﬁcant changes.
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At Tell Sabi Abyad, for example, this is reﬂected in changing settlement prefer-
ences, the settlement in the western part of the site being abandoned and  a new 
settlement being founded in the eastern part (Akkermans et al. 2006, 153). How-
ever, subsequent to these changes there were strong cultural continuities from the 
Pre-Halaf through the Transitional into the Early Halaf stages. It makes good sense 
to study the ﬁgurines from these phases as a unit.
Table	1.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Figurines	and	fragments	sorted	by	category	and	strati-
graphic	level.
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4.2 Figurine typology
The terminology employed follows Meskell et al. (2008). Their typology is very 
useful for the ﬁgurine corpus at Tell Sabi Abyad, because it makes the valuable 
distinction between three categories of ‘ﬁgural’, ‘indeterminate’, and ‘un-diagnostic’ 
(Meskell et al. 2008, 140). The term ‘ﬁgural’ designates ﬁgurine forms with a ﬁgu-
ral, identiﬁable content. This includes anthropomorphic and zoomorphic forms, or 
fragments of these forms. The term ‘indeterminate’ designates probable ﬁgurine 
fragments that display some trait characteristic of these known forms (Ibid.). Non-
diagnostic fragments are fragments that appear to belong to a ﬁgurine, but are 
not diagnostic enough, because they are too badly broken or perhaps are of a 
unknown category, and thus can not be designated to a particular type1. 
 Initially I used the terms anthropomorphic, zoomorphic and ‘unclear’ (see 
tab. 1). In this nomenclature I used ‘unclear’ to designate fragments which were 
both part of a recognisable form (now: indeterminate) and those who could not 
be assigned to any category (now: un-diagnostic). I ﬁnd the terminology used by 
Meskell et al. more appropriate than the descriptions I initially used because it 
gives a more accurate picture of how many un-diagnostic pieces there are (e.g. 
forms that cannot be assigned to any category), and pieces that, with all likelihood 
do belong to a category. This gives a more accurate picture of how many zoomor-
phic and anthropomorphic pieces there actually are.
 I have made a further subdivision in ﬁgurines to include three anthropo-
morphic types and a single, heterogeneous category of zoomorphic ﬁgurines (see 
below). I want to remark that two types: the ‘rounded-shape type’ and the ‘cone- 
shape type’ are classiﬁed as anthropomorphic because they were classiﬁed as 
such on the day forms already ﬁlled out by supervisors in the ﬁeld. Retospectively 
it is hard to see why they should be classiﬁed as being anthropomorphic based on 
the examples in my dataset. They have been categorised as such because of other 
ﬁgurines found at the site which clearly were anthropomorphic; the ﬁgurines found 
here were thought to be more stylised versions of those anthropomorphic ones2. 
1 Meskell et al. (2008) also use the term geometric for “bead blanks, miniature clay balls or 
tokens”. I will not use this term in my typology, as these shapes have not been included in my database.
2 There are other cases where very stylised forms are interpreted as being anthropomorphic. In 
his book ‘Interpreting ancient ﬁgurines’ Lesure also interprets very similar ‘cone-shape’ ﬁgurines from 
various sites as being very abbreviated anthropomorphic ﬁgurines. Meskell et al. 2008 also identiﬁes 
very stylised pieces, some similar to those found at Tell Sabi Abyad, as anthropomorphic, calling them 
‘abbreviated forms’.
Type 1: Pillar-shape ﬁgurines
The ﬁrst type is the ‘pillar-shape’ (ﬁg. 10). These are long, (roughly) cylindrical 
shaped ﬁgurines, with a ﬂattened out base, which enabled them to stand on their 
own. Sometimes they are preserved to include (partial) arms, and what appears to 
be a neck. Others appear to never have had arms, or perhaps are broken below 
where arms would have been. Recognising this type can be quite difﬁcult, some-
times the ﬁgurine is nothing more than a roughly cylindrical shape with a slightly 
concave base. Some forms were so stylised that I have labelled them as being 
‘labret-like’.
Type 2: Rounded-shape ﬁgurines
The second type is the ‘rounded-shape’ (ﬁg. 10). These are ﬁgurines with a round-
ed base, sometimes shaped to resemble thighs, but this is uncommon. In some 
instances the base decorated with appliqués in the form of rounded pallets of clay 
pressed into the ﬁgurine base. Each of these pallets has one or more incisions of, 
what appear to be, ﬁngernails. These rounded bases ﬂare out into a thin ‘torso’, 
often not more than a tapered point. Mostly only the bases are found as the torso’s 
are so thin and fragile. As said before, I want to remark that the distinction of ‘an-
thropomorphic’ is ambiguous with this type. At best they should be seen as very 
stylised.
Type 3: Cone-shape ﬁgurines
The third type is the ‘cone-shape type’ (ﬁg. 10). As the name implies these ﬁgurines 
are cone-like in appearance. They have a ﬂattened base, allowing them to stand. 
There are no clear features to identify them, no indication of limbs or heads. Again, 
I ﬁnd it dubious to call this type anthropomorphic.
Figure	10.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Examples	of	ϐigurine	types:	Pillar-shape	(Type	1);	
Rounded-shape	(Type	2);	Cone-shape	(Type	3)	(Source	material:	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Lei-
den).
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Type 4: Zoomorphic ﬁgurines
I have not attempted to make any subdivisions in the category of zoomorphic ﬁgu-
rines, as I ﬁnd it very difﬁcult to distinguish between them (ﬁg. 11). The ﬁgurines are 
all of quadrupeds, some are reasonably intact, but their heads are not diagnostic 
enough to make any identiﬁcation with regards to species. Some do appear to 
have been horned animals. Some ﬁgurines appear to have a ridged back, giving 
them the appearance of a wild boar. Others have been designated ‘dog-like’ on day 
forms, but these distinctions are not clear enough to label them as such. 
 Finally, in addition to the categories of anthropomorphic and zoomorphic 
ﬁgurines, there is the category of ‘indeterminate’ pieces (ﬁg. 12). These are parts of 
recognisable forms, often probable arms or horns.  The distinction between them is 
not always clear, but horns are often more elongated and end in a relatively sharp 
tip, while arms are more bent and stumpy.
Figure	11.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Example	of	zoomorphic	ϐigurines	
(Type	4)	(Source:	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
Figure	12.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Examples	
of	indeterminate	pieces	showing	a	probable	arm	and	
horn	(Source:	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
Table 2 shows the 41 fragment sorted into categories. It becomes clear that the 
majority of the fragments (n=16) are un-diagnostic, in other words the fragments 
could not be ﬁtted into any known category. Combined the anthropomorphic types 
make up the second largest category (n=12), with six pillar-shape fragments, three 
rounded-shape ﬁgurines and three cone-shape ones, making up 29,27% of the as-
semblage. The indeterminate fragments (n=8) make up the third largest category. 
The survival and recovery of these small fragments is remarkable and largely due 
to the meticulous excavation techniques employed at Tell Sabi Abyad. This leaves 
the zoomorphic ﬁgurines (n=5), which make up 12,20%. of the total assemblage. 
4.3 Fragments and completes
In our dataset of 41 pieces only one ﬁgurine is complete (O05-239), some of the 
zoomorphic fragments are nearly complete, but all of them miss one or more legs 
and have damaged heads. Some cone-shape ﬁgurines also are nearly complete, 
only missing their tip or small pieces of their base (see appendix II, table 8). 
 Table 3 shows the ﬁgurines from the dataset which are of known forms 
(n=16). For the anthropomorphic ﬁgurines the absence or presence of their base, 
torso, head and arms was recorded. For zoomorphic ﬁgurines this was done for 
their head, body (which part), front - and hind legs and horns (although it is never 
entirely clear if they ever had horns due to the damaged state of the ﬁgurines). The 
category of un-diagnostic pieces has been omitted, their original form is unknown 
and therefore it is impossible to say which parts of ﬁgurines are present and which 
are not.
 Rounded-shape and cone-shape ﬁgurines never seem to have had arms, 
absence was recorded with the remark that arms were most likely never present. 
As for the presence or absence of heads in the cone-shape and rounded-shape 
ﬁgurines, I recorded them as ‘present’ if the tip of the cone was intact. Of the six 
pillar-shape ﬁgurines, four were broken at the torso below their possible arms. 
Whether they had arms or a head is impossible to say. Two pieces had one partial 
arm preserved and showed a fracture for the second arm and head.
 Of the zoomorphic ﬁgurines (nr=5) three pieces are relatively complete. All 
of them miss legs and have damaged heads. Sometimes fractures are seen which 
could be were horns were attached, but this is not entirely clear. 
 There are eight indeterminate pieces, all but one are most likely arms and 
horns. All these pieces show a fractured edge, indicating they were attached to a 
larger piece at one point. 
Table	2.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Figurine	categories	in	relative	and	absolute	numbers.
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Table	3.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Figurines	sorted	by	
category,	showing	degree	of	fragmentation.	
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4.4 Size matters
Figures 13, 14 and 15 show the length, width and height measurements of the four 
ﬁgurine types found in the assemblage. Height measurements are not included for 
cone-shape and rounded-shape ﬁgurines, as I don’t have height measurements 
for all of them. 
Three of the pillar-shape ﬁgu-
rines are broken at the torso, 
establishing their original height 
is therefore impossible. The 
same applies to the rounded-
shape ﬁgurines. 
Two of the cone-shape ﬁgu-
rines miss their tips, the other 
misses it’s base.
 The measurements of the 
zoomorphic ﬁgurines are more 
secure. They miss legs and 
have damaged heads, but this 
does not affect their size very 
much. The number is affected 
by one fragment (F07-004), be-
cause it’s body is fractured.
 Overall it becomes clear that 
the ﬁgurines are very small. I 
estimate that the pillar-shape 
ﬁgurines would not measure 
over 10 cm when complete.
 It also becomes clear that 
size variation within categories 
is also large, it is safe to say, 
no two ﬁgurines were the same 
size, there does not seem to 
be any standardisation in this 
respect.
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Figure	13.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Length	of	ϐigu-
rines.	
Figure	14.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Width	of	ϐigu-
rines.	
Figure	15.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Heigth	of	ϐigu-
rines.	
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4.5 Materials and shaping
Al the ﬁgurines in the 
dataset are made of 
clay, some of the ﬁgu-
rines were either baked 
or burnt, 16 ﬁgurines 
were only recorded as 
being made of clay, with 
no further information 
(ﬁg. 16).
 Figure 17 shows 
the ﬁgurine per category 
and material type. Some 
material classiﬁcations 
are doubtful. Some ﬁgu-
rines were designated 
as ‘clay’ but could pos-
sibly be baked, others are possibly burnt (for a complete overview see appendix 
II, table 7). There is no correlation to be made between ﬁgurine category and ma-
terials. All categories 
show quite an even 
spread in unbaked, 
baked and burnt clay. 
 I n f o r m a t i o n 
recorded on the day 
forms gives us infor-
mation on markings 
visible on the ﬁgurine 
fragments (ﬁg. 18). 
Of all the pieces 23 
(56%) shows some 
sort of markings (for 
a complete overview 
see appendix II, table 
7). These markings 
consist of ﬁngernail 
impressions, scratches and grooves, and ﬁngerprints. Also ‘smoothing’ marks are 
sometimes visible. One rounded-shape ﬁgurine has a band of appliques, another 
has a band of ﬁngernail impressions as decoration (O03-075 and O07-033).
 Besides these markings there are also some markings which are not re-
lated to the shaping process of the ﬁgurines. One piece shows possible reed or 
basketry impressions (O08-277), another piece also has possible plant impres-
sions (O07-033). 
Figure	16.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Figurines	sorted	by	ma-
terials.	The	horizontal	bar	indicates	absolute	numbers,	relative	
numbers	are	shown	inside	the	columns.
Figure	17.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Figurines	sorted	by	cat-
egory	and	materials.	Absolute	numbers	of	each	material	is	shown	
inside	the	coloured	columns.	
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F07-007 is described as being ‘shiny’ in some parts, which might indicate use wear.
4.6 The depositional context
Table 4 shows the number of fragments recovered from each level. With the over-
whelming majority recovered from the oldest level A1, still associated with architec-
ture, before the settlement shifted. 
 All objects have been given a context in the stratigraphical database. These 
contexts are supplemented by more detailed descriptions given on the day forms. 
These detailed descriptions can be found in appendix I, table 9 and 10. Here I will 
discuss the general trends per level.
 It is important to note that the Halaf ﬁgurines, especially from the ‘true’ 
Halaf Layers C and D, are not the best sample to base a contextual analysis on. 
Research has, up till now, mostly focussed on the earlier Neolithic settlement in 
Operation III, not on the Halaf layers. This means the secure carbon dates ob-
tained for earlier levels are not yet available for levels C and D. 
 Also, as said before in chapter two, the settlement seems to have shifted in 
the Halaf periods. We do not have much architecture, mostly open areas, with dis-
turbance caused by pits. This makes context less secure due to the possible inter-
mixing of soil and materials from older layers. This is corroborated by the stylistic 
traits of the ﬁgurines, they are identical to the earlier levels, almost certainly they 
have ended up in the later C and D levels through intermixing. Nonetheless, de-
spite of these shortcomings, there are some interesting observations to be made.
Figure	18.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Figure	showing	the	
type	of	markings	present	on	ϐigurines	in	each	category,	and	
how	many	(in	absolute	and	relative	numbers)	ϐigurines	in	
each	category	bear	markings.	
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Pre-Halaf: Level A1 (6335-6225 BC)
This level is associated with a substantial amount of architecture and also with the 
highest number of ﬁgurines, 23 pieces which constitutes nearly 55% of the total 
number of ﬁgurines in the dataset. Of these 23 pieces, four were found in a room 
ﬁll, one was found in a pit ﬁll and the rest (n=18) are associated with open area 
contexts. 
Pre-Halaf: Level B8 (6180-6105 BC)
In this level occupation probably shifted eastwards, leaving this an open area with 
pits and ﬁre pits. Five ﬁgurines were found in this level, 12% of the total number. 
Not surprisingly, due to the lack of architecture, all of them are associated with 
open area contexts. Four of the fragments were recovered from ash pockets.
Pre-Halaf: Level B7 (6125-6080 BC)
Again this is an open area with (ash)pits and also some bins. One circular building 
with a semi-circular extension is associated with this level. Two ﬁgurine fragments 
are recorded from this level, both associated with open area contexts. One of them 
(F07-038) might be associated with older mudbrick debris (hence its assignation 
to level B7 or A1). 
Pre-Halaf: Level B5 (6075-6040 BC)
This level is an open area; only wall debris, ash and ovens were recorded. Only 
one ﬁgurine was found in this level, associated with a pit ﬁll. Another fragment was 
assigned to level B5/B4, and came from an open area context. 
Pre-Halaf: Level B4 (6050-6015 BC)
In this level some walls were found, perhaps some sort of enclosure, and a silo, 
which was later reused as an oven. One fragment was recovered here in an open 
area context, near a kiln.
The dataset
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Table	4.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Figurines	sorted	by	stratigraphic	level	and	category.	
Showing	the	numbers	(relative	and	absolute)	of	ϐigurines	found	in	each	level.
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Level C (Early Halaf)
Six ﬁgurine fragment were found in this level. Two of which are assigned to a mixed 
level C/B5 context; they were found in open area context with great disturbance. 
The other four pieces also come from open area contexts with dubious provenance 
(tab. 4). All are reported to possibly belong to older layers or topsoil.
Level D (Middle Halaf)
Two fragment come from this level. One is associated with an open area context, 
the other was found in an oven ﬁll. 
Discussion
Most of the excavated area in the stratigraphic levels of Operation III consist of 
open area contexts. It is hardly surprising therefore that most ﬁgurines were re-
covered from open area contexts. Table 5 and ﬁgure 19 show the ﬁgurines sorted 
by context and category. What becomes clear is that there is no clear pattern to 
be seen between the different categories and ﬁnd contexts. Two likely factors can 
explain this lack of patterning. First, the relatively small sample and, second, the 
nature of the contexts found in Operation III, which mostly consist of open areas. 
 Two ﬁgurines were recovered from pit ﬁlls (F08-007 and O03-075), 
F08-007 being a probable fragment of a cone-shape ﬁgurine (labelled as indeter-
minate) and O03-075 being a rounded-shape fragment. 
 Only four fragments came out of room ﬁlls. F04-002, a pillar-shape ﬁgurine, 
F05-104, O07-133 and O05-239, all un-diagnostic pieces. O05-239 was actually 
located on the ﬂoor. 
 F07-010, an un-diagnostic piece, was the only fragment recovered from 
an oven ﬁll. It was recovered from the base of the oven next to baked clay (see 
also appendix II, table 9 and 10 for a complete overview). The rest (n=34) was all 
recovered from open area contexts, with two pieces: F05-089 (pillar-shape and 
O05-287 (un-diagnostic) coming from open areas with major disturbance, making 
their context very problematic. 
Table	5.	Tell	Sabi	abyad,	Operation	III.	Figurines	sorted	by	ϐind	context	and	category,	in	absolute	
and	relative	numbers.
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All the ﬁgurine fragments (except perhaps O05-2390) were found in secondary 
contexts, furthermore they were often found mixed in with debris and refuse like 
animal bone fragments and pottery shards. This is recorded at other sites as well 
(see, for example, McAdam 1997 on ﬁgurines from ‘Ain Ghazal; Meskell 2007 and 
Meskell et al. 2008 on ﬁgurines found at Çatalhöyük). 
 So, despite the often cultic function described to ﬁgurines, they are often 
found, not in ‘ritual contexts’ like perhaps depositions or graves, but intermixed with 
refuse. This aspect is often ignored, certainly when ﬁgurines are treated as being 
‘special’ and often discussed out of context, as art objects.
 Of course, not having primary contexts is a disadvantage, because we can 
no longer ascertain in what contexts the ﬁgurines were used. However, ﬁnding 
them in rubbish layers does inform us about other aspects of ﬁgurines. Namely that 
after the ﬁgurines had fulﬁlled their function - whatever that function might have 
been - they were unceremoniously disposed of.
Figure	19.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Overview	of	the	ϐind	contexts	of	the	ϐigurines.	
Re-Figuring the past
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5	–	Exploring	the	data	
This chapter will be devoted to applying the themes, discussed in chapter three, to 
the ﬁgurines in the dataset, discussed in chapter four. What, if anything, can these 
themes tell us about the ﬁgurines?
 This chapter is subdivided into paragraphs based on the themes: ﬁnd con-
texts and fragmentation and ﬁre and Intrinsic qualities: miniaturisation and sche-
matisation1.
5.1 The depositional context and the cause of fragmentation
In analysing the degree of fragmentation it is important to note which parts of ﬁgu-
rines are present and which are not. Is there a pattern to be found in breakage, 
which perhaps can point to deliberate breaking of ﬁgurines? Here I will apply 
Biehl’s approach (Biehl 2006) and try to distinguish between non-potential break-
ing points (strong parts) and potential breaking points (weak parts) in ﬁgurines 
(Biehl 2006, 204).
 Table 6 shows the ﬁgurine fragments from the dataset which are suitable 
for this, namely the fragments which could be assigned to a category. For the an-
thropomorphic ﬁgurines the absence or presence of: base, torso, head and arms 
was recorded. For zoomorphic ﬁgurines this was done for: head, body (which part), 
front - and hind legs and horns (although it is never clear if they ever had horns due 
to the damaged state of the ﬁgurines). 
 Rounded-shape and cone-shape were recorded as anthropomorphic ﬁgu-
rines, these types never seem to have had arms, absence was recorded but with 
the remark that arms most likely never were present. As for the presence or ab-
sence of heads in the cone-shape ﬁgurines, I recorded them as ‘present’ if the tip 
of the cone was intact.
 The next step in 
Biehl’s (2006) approach 
is to determine what 
the potential - and non-
potential breaking points 
in ﬁgurines are. In an-
thropomorphic ﬁgurines 
I have identiﬁed the po-
tential breaking points as 
being: arms, necks and 
torso’s (when dealing 
with rounded-shape ﬁgurines). The non-potential breaking points are: the base and 
torso (in pillar-shape and cone-shape ﬁgurines). In zoomorphic ﬁgurines potential 
breaking points are: legs, tail, horns and snout.
1 For a complete overview of the research questions the reader is referred to chapter one.
Figure	20.	Figurine	types	one	to	four,	with	the	potential	break-
ing	points	indicated	by	dashed	lines.
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Non potential breaking points are the body 
and neck (ﬁg. 20).
 This type of distinction is very prob-
lematic in our dataset, due to two reasons. 
Firstly, the small size of the ﬁgurines; can 
we really label a 1.5 cm diameter torso in 
a ﬁgurine as a ‘strong part’? Secondly, the 
material of which they are made (unbaked 
or burnt clay) makes them very fragile.
 A further complication is the size of the 
dataset; it is very small, consisting of only 
17 fragments, so distinguishing any pat-
terns is very difﬁcult. What does become 
clear is that all ﬁgurines are broken in ar-
eas which are classiﬁed as weak parts, 
except perhaps F05-089 and F07-002, 
pillar-shape ﬁgurines, which are broken at 
the torso and are missing their base. Only 
two anthropomorphic ﬁgurines clearly had 
arms (F08-011 and F05-089), each has 
one preserved. One of the pillar-shape 
ﬁgurines still has its head (F07-002), the 
rest is all broken at the neck or broken at 
the torso. 
 The animal ﬁgurines (n=5) all have 
their legs (partially missing). Three still 
have their heads, although they are dam-
aged. Whether horns were never present 
or were broken is impossible to tell due to 
the damaged state of the animal heads.
 Based on the ﬁgurines in the dataset, 
I ﬁnd it impossible to say if these ﬁgurines 
were intentionally broken or not. To me, 
the breakage for the most part looks to 
be like one would expect in these small, 
fragile objects. In all likelihood breakage 
mostly resulted from the common (post-)
depositional processes of tell formation.
 Surprising however, is the recovery of 
a relatively large number of indeterminate 
ﬁgurine fragments. 
Table	6.	Figurine	types	one	to	four	and	their	
states	of	fragmentation.	
These fragments often represent arms or horns, the major exception to this gen-
eral impression concerns the anthropomorphic ﬁgurine ‘heads’. Now, ‘absence of 
evidence, does not equal evidence of absence’, but why were relatively high num-
bers of small horns and arms discovered and so few separated heads? Are they so 
stylised that they were not recognised as such? If the pillar-shape ﬁgurine F07-002 
is any indication, heads would be recognisable (see appendix I). Or, perhaps some 
other treatment was given to these pieces, which caused them to disappear from 
the archaeological record. 
 Tell Sabi Abyad is not unique when it comes to the presence of headless 
ﬁgurines. On the contrary, they are a common ﬁnd in the Neolithic Levant region 
(Verhoeven 2007, 175). In the debate about these ﬁnds there are protagonists 
and sceptics, just as in the general fragmentation debate. Protagonists argue that 
ﬁgurine heads were broken as deliberate, ritual acts. They often link this practice 
to the skull cult when these headless ﬁgurines are found in Pre-Pottery Neolithic 
contexts. Sceptics maintain that these missing heads are due to accidental - or 
post-depositional breakage (Ibid.).
 The manipulation of human heads appears to have been a common - ritual 
- practice in many Neolithic communities in the Near East, with the most famous 
example being the skull cult. The skull cult is characterised by the removal,  separate 
deposition and sometimes decoration of human skulls. The best examples of this 
cult come from the Middle PPNB (ca. 8000-7500 BC in Syria), but there are a 
some indications that it played a role in the Pottery Neolithic as well, especially 
in the Halaf culture (ca. 5900-5300 BC in Syria) (Ibid., 179). The skull cult has 
been identiﬁed as a form of ancestor veneration, but links have also been made 
to ‘supernatural powers’ related to the human head. And, although the removal of 
ﬁgurine heads might not be directly related to the skull cult, the manipulation of 
real and artiﬁcial (ﬁgurine)heads, either physical, symbolic or ritual, seems to be 
recurring practice in many Neolithic communities (Ibid.).
 At Tell Sabi Abyad we are very fortunate to have the opportunity to study 
ﬁgurines in situ in ‘The Burnt Village’, which was excavated in Operation I. Dated 
to ca. 6000 BC, the Transitional (or Proto-Halaf Period’), the Burnt Village was 
contemporaneous with (some of the) levels and ﬁgurines which are the subject of 
this thesis. This settlement was destroyed by a ﬁre, leaving us a ‘snapshot in time’, 
with thousands of well-preserved ﬁnds and structures (Ibid., 176). Among these 
ﬁnds were 31 anthropomorphic ﬁgurines, all headless. Only one clearly identiﬁable 
ﬁgurine head was recovered (Ibid.). 
 Furthermore, four ﬁgurines showed a perforation in their body, perhaps in-
dicating that these ﬁgurines had heads which were ‘detachable’. Figurines with 
these perforations were discovered in other contexts as well. So, it appears two 
types of ﬁgurines existed in the Burnt Village: those with heads which were broken 
off, and those with detachable heads (Verhoeven 1999). Intriguingly, ﬁgurines with 
detachable heads are attested at other sites as well, for example at Çatalhöyük 
(see Meskell 2007, 149).
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A detailed spatial analysis of the Burnt Village (see Verhoeven 1999) showed that 
ﬁgurines were often found alongside sealings and tokens in rooms which have 
been interpreted as ‘archives’, rooms in which administrative tools were stored. 
Apart from sealings, tokens and ﬁgurines, many other objects were stored in these 
rooms, including  grinders, spindle whorls, axes, pierced discs. Many of them were 
broken. They were not discarded, so it can be assumed they still had some use, 
perhaps to be reused at a later stage (Verhoeven 2007, 177). Later ﬁnds at Tell 
Sabi Abyad also support the link between sealings, tokens, and ﬁgurines (Ibid.). 
How can we explain this link between sealings, tokens and ﬁgurines?
 These small, broken objects cannot have had any ‘value’ in the sense of 
the other broken objects, it is unlikely they were stored for later re-use. So perhaps 
the damaged ﬁgurines were valuable in a cultural sense. The fact that ﬁgurines 
were stored together with sealing and tokens, perhaps also shows these objects 
were functionally related. This all point to the possibility that ﬁgurines were broken 
in the context of storage and exchange (Ibid., 178).
 With regards to sealings and tokens found at Tell Sabi Abyad the case has 
been made that they as acted administrative items ﬁguring in exchange between 
residents and ‘nomads’ (for the details on this I refer you to Akkermans and Duis-
termaat 1997, 2004; Verhoeven 1999, 206–208; the main points are summarised 
in Verhoeven 2007, 178). 
 So perhaps ﬁgurines should be seen in this light as well. This connection 
could be viewed as very ‘practical’, there are attested cases in which the breaking 
of an object served as an agreement, with each party taking a part of the object. 
Verhoeven ﬁnds this unlikely, due to the extremely fragile nature, un-diagnostic 
nature and small size of ﬁgurine heads (Verhoeven 2007, 179). He prefers a more 
ritual explanation, which ties in to Chapmans’ concepts of fragmentation and en-
chainment. He states: “It can be suggested that the ritual destruction of ﬁgurines 
captured the moment of interaction between residents and pastoralists, and in a 
more abstract manner, activated a mental image of union and cohesion between 
these groups” (Ibid.). In other words, bonds between groups and people were re-
afﬁrmed through the ritual act of breaking ﬁgurines. Figurines were potent items 
to use because they were thought to represent living beings and breaking them 
released a life force, beneﬁcial to the parties involved (Ibid., 180).
 However to make a case for ‘enchained relationships’ enforced by breaking 
ﬁgurines and giving parts of them away, we would need to ﬁnd those parts at 
different locations. With larger, more durable items which were recovered from 
closed contexts this might be a worthwhile mode of enquiry, in our case-study 
however it is an impossible and futile exercise. What we can say that there is a 
parallel to be found between our dataset of headless ﬁgurines and that found at the 
Burnt Village. The fact no heads have been recovered is curious, when a relatively 
large number of small arm and horn fragments have been found. 
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5.2 The depositional context and ﬁre
As the contextual analysis in chapter four already stated, only one ﬁgurine frag-
ment was found in a context which we can directly relate to ﬁre, namely F07-010, 
an un-diagnostic piece, which was recovered from an oven ﬁll. It was situated on 
the base of the oven next to baked clay. Other ﬁgurines can be linked to ﬁre indi-
rectly, however, through their burnt or baked state. Interestingly, not all ﬁgurines 
are baked, some are unbaked or burnt. We know people were perfectly capable to 
bake clay. So perhaps this indicates that ﬁgurines were not meant to be durable. 
Perhaps they were made to be used only once (or for a short period) and then 
discarded. Their sometimes burnt state might indicate their function was related to 
ﬁre, not in a controlled way, like a pottery kiln, but in a direct, uncontrolled manner, 
for example by placing them in ovens, hearths and ﬁre pits. 
 Interesting parallels to ﬁgurines in ﬁre-related contexts were found at vari-
ous Halaf sites in the Near East. At Yarim Tepe II (level VII) there is evidence for 
cremation associated with ‘ritual breakage’. In one case the cremation of a young 
girl was carried out in a specially constructed oven. At the time of cremation six clay 
and three stone vessels were intentionally broken into pieces and thrown into the 
oven together with a variety of small objects and some hundred beads of gypsum, 
clay, rock crystal and obsidian. The burnt bones were later collected and placed in 
a large painted vessel (Oates 1978, 119). A second, similar cremation was found 
in the same layer, and four more were identiﬁed in earlier levels, although these 
cremations have much fewer associated grave goods (Ibid.). 
 At Arpachiyah, in what has been described as a ‘potter’s shop’ a large 
collection of Halaf pottery had been smashed into tiny pieces and heavily burnt 
(Ibid.). Excavations at Yarim Tepe II have also revealed a number of possibly ritual 
hearths with associated animal bones, and two vessels, one being zoomorphic, 
a pig-shape measuring c. 30 cm high, and an anthropomorphic jar, shaped like a 
female (Ibid.).
 Previous excavations at Tell Sabi Abyad have yielded some ﬁgurines in ﬁre 
related contexts (see Collet 1996; Kluitenberg in prep.). Also there are secondary 
contexts (like ash pits and ash ﬁlls) which have yielded ﬁgurines (see Akkermans 
1987; Akkermans et al. 2006), although the connection between ﬁre is not entirely 
clear, because there is no mention whether ﬁgurines are baked or burnt, so per-
haps the ﬁgurines were just dumped there along with the ashes.
 The burnt village at Tell Sabi Abyad again offers an interesting case-study. 
There is evidence that the burning of this settlement was intentional and could be 
linked to a burial ritual discovered at the site, perhaps linking the concepts of death, 
ﬁre and abandonment (see Verhoeven 2000, 52-53). Other Neolithic examples can 
be found as well (Verhoeven 2000, 46). This burial consisted of two individuals as-
sociated with ten large oval clay objects. As the author stated, it has to be stressed 
that these ﬁnds are currently unique, so it is difﬁcult offer any conclusive interpreta-
tions (Ibid.).
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The enigmatic clay objects were found in two structures, two of them on the ﬂoor, 
the other eight on or amidst the charred roof remains, indicating they were at one 
time situated on top of the building. The ten objects were oval shaped, loaf-like 
objects, one was smaller and more or less rectangular with a saddle-like top. All 
objects had one or two shallow and elongated holes along each of the long sides. 
Another hole was often found at the top (Verhoeven 2000, 48). When one of the 
objects accidentally broke, the remains of a skull, belonging to a male wild sheep, 
were discovered. The horns originally would most likely have protruded through 
the holes on top of the clay objects. If the holes on top are an indication at least 
six of the objects could have skulls inside (Ibid.). Between these objects were the 
human remains of a male and female, their bones heavily burnt and crushed, indi-
cating that they were originally positioned on top of the roof (Ibid.).
 There are two main arguments for linking the concepts of death, ﬁre and 
abandonment in the Late Neolithic Burnt Village according to Verhoeven. Firstly, 
the corpses of the two individuals were never recovered. If they were victims of 
a ﬁre, one would expect them to be given a ‘proper’ burial, pointing to this being 
some sort of cremation ritual. Secondly, the burning down of the village was, at 
least partly, contemporaneous with this mortuary ritual making it highly unlikely that 
they were not connected to each other (Ibid., 60). According to Verhoeven ﬁre can 
be seen as a mode of transition, not an ‘ending’ persé, but transformation. From liv-
ing to dead (ancestors), from unbaked clay to baked clay, and from village to ruins. 
So ﬁre in this case could be seen as an adequate symbol and tool to be used in a 
‘rite de passage’ related to death (Ibid., 60-61).
 The question of the enigmatic clay objects remains. Why were these un-
diagnostic ‘blobs’ of clay, at least one with horns protruding from it, placed around 
the two individuals? Why were they shaped as they were, as we know from the 
ﬁgurines found at the burnt village, its inhabitants were perfectly capable of mak-
ing realistic animal representations. A clue can possibly be found in the wild sheep 
horns found in one of the objects. These animals are never found in the faunal as-
semblage, were we only ﬁnd domesticated sheep. Perhaps these wild animals had 
special, ritual connotations to the people at Tell Sabi Abyad (Ibid., 57). The conﬂa-
gration of the settlement then, would have been a very public, visually impressive, 
ritual. The houses were transformed into hard, baked clay, some of the remains 
were later used as foundations for new structures, a ritual of transformation then 
not of endings (Ibid., 63). 
 Perhaps in a small scale (household level) some of these same ideas of 
transformation apply to the burning (exposing to ﬁre) of ﬁgurines. To further study 
the relationship between ﬁre related contexts and ﬁgurines the entire corpus of ﬁg-
urines needs to be studied. Contextually this group of ﬁgurines is not ideally suited 
for this. What is intriguing to note is the fact our ﬁgurines were not baked. They 
were either unbaked or burnt, pointing to an uncontrolled exposure to ﬁre. The fact 
that they are sometimes found in relation to ﬁre related contexts might point to a 
possible aspect of how these ﬁgurines functioned in everyday life.
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5.3 Intrinsic qualities: miniaturism and schematisation
What immediately becomes clear when looking at the dataset is the fact that the 
ﬁgurines are very small. Even though they are not complete we can say with cer-
tainty none measured over 10 cm in length. They are also very schematic, in fact 
they are so schematic that I argue it might be unwarranted to call cone-shape and 
rounded-shape ﬁgurines anthropomorphic. None of the anthropomorphic ﬁgurines 
show any sexual characteristics, unless one would interpret the rounded-shape 
ﬁgurines as having exaggerated thighs, but I ﬁnd that doubtful. Were the ﬁgurines 
meant to be ambiguous with respect to their gender? Or was the explicit visual rep-
resentation of gender simply not important for the people who made them? When 
working only with the dataset at hand this is impossible to answer such questions. 
One would have a better understanding when looking at ﬁgurines as part of a com-
plete set of material culture depicting human forms (pottery, wall plastering, murals 
etc.). However, this goes beyond the scope of this thesis.
 What can we say about our dataset? Dealing with miniaturism and sche-
matisation in the way Bailey does, will not bring us much close to making any 
substantiated statements. More useful is the approach taken by Meskell (2007). 
When posed with the challenge of interpreting the ﬁgurine corpus at Çatalhöyük 
she used a much more practical approach when faced with the very stylised and 
small ﬁgurines. Examining use wear on clay ﬁgurines revealed they were likely car-
ried about; they were mobile objects meant to be used (Meskell 2007, 152). 
 Interestingly, our schematic ﬁgurines are not an exception. Very schematic 
clay forms are found at more sites (see, for example, Garﬁnkel et al. 2010; Lesure 
2011; Meskell et al. 2008). Lesure devised a scheme to classify Near Eastern ﬁgu-
rines into what he calls ‘The Seated Anthropomorph complex’ (Lesure 2011, 162). 
 In this scheme anthropomorphic representations are sorted into naturalistic 
representations and seated anthropomorphs with varying degrees of schematisa-
tion (ﬁg. 21). While I do not necessarily agree with Lesure’s approach. He unhelp-
fully attempts to ﬁt the entire ﬁgurine assemble in the Near East into this ‘complex’, 
in order to ﬁnd some common ‘ancestor’ for female anthropomorphic ﬁgurines.
The sites he uses range from Turkey to Mesopotamia, from PPNA times up to the 
Bronze Age. However, the model he devised is quite valuable when looking at our 
dataset. He uses a gradient of schematisation visible within anthropomorphic ﬁgu-
rines, and at a point he ﬁnds that ﬁgurines are so schematic that it is hard to make 
the distinction between ﬁgurines or geometric tokens. 
 If we apply this model to our ﬁgurines I argue that all our anthropomorphic 
ﬁgurines ﬁt into the category of ‘schematic seated anthropomorphs’ representa-
tions (in our case they are not seated however). Our rounded - and cone-shaped 
ﬁgurines (working on the assumption that they are anthropomorphic ﬁgurines) 
would ﬁt into the gradient of ‘I’, being very schematised and even hard to distin-
guish from some geometric token-shapes.
Therefore, certainly 
with regards to the 
ﬁgurines from Tell 
Sabi Abyad, I ar-
gue that it is time 
to move the discus-
sion away from the 
question of: ‘are 
these anthropomor-
phic ﬁgurines male 
or female?’ and  ask 
ourselves: ‘is it war-
ranted to call these 
highly abstracted 
forms anthropomor-
phic at all?’ At what 
point does a ﬁgurine stop being an anthropomorphic representation? This is per-
haps impossible to answer, as our interpretation of what constitutes an anthropo-
morphic image might be very different to that of past peoples. I do feel however 
that too much value is attached to ﬁgurines being anthropomorphic. The objects 
have value in themselves, not just when they can be classiﬁed as being human 
depictions. 
 What we might be able to answer though is whether or not the  distinction 
between tokens and ﬁgurines really exists at Tell Sabi Abyad? Could they have 
merged, or did naturalistic images change through time into geometric shapes, 
we then designate as tokens? Perhaps, functionally, there was an overlap. Inter-
estingly, we have found ﬁgurines in situ at Tell Sabi Abyad, in the Burnt Village, 
and they were found in buildings designated as ‘archives’ together with tokens 
and sealings - administrative items. Here, I argue, we might be able to make sub-
stantiated claims on how ﬁgurines were used, which can be researched through 
archaeological investigation, in a way that Bailey’s approach does not allow for. 
5.4 The materiality of ﬁgurines
Materiality is a difﬁcult subject to deal with from a methodological standpoint. Is it 
possible to apply these universal truths to the speciﬁc case study of the Early Halaf 
ﬁgurines of Tell Sabi Abyad? Was clay used because of special connotations it held 
(fertility, its ability to ‘transform); in other words because it was ‘special’, or was 
it simply the fact that clay was readily available and easy to use? And of course, 
these reasons need not be mutually exclusive.
 Meskell et al. (2008) found that clay ﬁgurines from Çatalhöyük were often 
recovered in middens. As she remarked, perhaps these ﬁgurines, which were easy 
to make and very common, were not that ‘special’ (Meskell et al. 2008, 144). 
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Figure	21.	The	‘Seated	Anthropomorph	Complex’	(	Lesure	2011,	163).
But, as she also notes, that this is perhaps more our own notion in which we ob-
serve ‘special’ items being made of exotic materials, and as being cached, placed 
in burials etc. Looking at it differently, the very fact that they were so common indi-
cates they were an integral part of everyday life.
 In order to attempt to answer any questions surrounding materiality with 
relation to our case-study more information is needed. For example, provenance 
studies could be used to establish whether or not clay was extracted from speciﬁc 
sources. Were the same clays used to make ﬁgurines, pottery and mud bricks? We 
could also look if clay was treated in a different matter; were speciﬁc types of mate-
rials used to temper the clay for example. Finally, we need to broaden the subject 
of materiality to include a wider range of imagery, in other words: was clay used in 
any way special?
 A interesting aspect of ﬁgurines is the fact that they are not made of pottery 
(as remarked before). They were unbaked or burnt, leaving them brittle and not 
very durable, a stark contrast to pottery. They were also not made stone, another 
durable material. Both of these materials were available and used by the inhabit-
ants of Tell Sabi Abyad. Why are ﬁgurines not made of durable materials? Were 
they not meant to be used for long periods of time? In other words: were they ‘dis-
posable’? Was their brittle nature perhaps to facilitate breaking them, could that 
have been an integral part of how they were used and how they functioned? 
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6	–	CONCLUDING	REMARKS	AND	AVENUES	FOR	FURTHER	RE-
SEARCH	
6.1 Bringing it all together
So, in the end, what can we say about the ﬁgurines from the (Early) Halaf layers of 
Operation III and about the people who lived there?
 There was a small community at Tell Sabi Abyad, probably no more than a 
few dozen people. They lived in a settlement which was probably located some-
where to the east of the excavated area. These people used the area mainly as a 
place to dump their garbage. Some installations were built there intermittently, an 
oven, enclosure, or building. There are no indications of any stratiﬁcation within 
this society, nor of any ‘cult buildings’ or ‘ritual installations’.
 The community of Tell Sabi Abyad shows continuity when it comes to ﬁgu-
rine making, shapes are similar to earlier Neolithic examples and the materials 
they use also do not change. The shapes they form from clay are stylised, some 
are identiﬁable human and animal forms, some are more schematic, nothing more 
that cones and round shapes. What they have in common is their small size, no 
larger than 10 cm. 
 Figurines are treated differently, some are baked, or burnt, others are not 
exposed to ﬁre at all. Others bear some decorative markings, others do not. Why 
these differences occur are not known, no clear patterns appear.
 The treatment of the material and their small size leaves them very brit-
tle and vulnerable to breakage. Establishing whether or not they are deliberately 
broken remains hard to say. The case of the ‘headless ﬁgurine’ is an enigmatic 
one, but my dataset is very small and contains many forms which do not have a 
discernible head to begin with. Interestingly though, many tiny fragments or arms 
and horns were recovered and not a single head.
 Contextual analysis is hampered by the fact little architecture occurs, but 
we can say that a large part of the ﬁgurines made by the inhabitants ended up 
in rubbish pits and refuse layers. So, the ﬁgurines did not have ‘cultic’ and ‘ritual’ 
functions in the way we often understand this term in the sense that a ‘cultic’ depo-
sition in a special, ritualised location was deemed necessary. They were most 
likely made on a household level, fulﬁlled their function, and were subsequently 
discarded. 
6.2 The issue of methodology
During the process of working on this thesis, through getting acquainted with all the 
theory surrounding ﬁgurines and by going through the rigours of cataloguing, de-
scribing and analysing the dataset from Tell Sabi Abyad I came to realise that inter-
preting ﬁgurines is incredibly challenging. Turning to other ﬁelds of science like  for 
example psychology, as Bailey does, can lead to interesting insights. For archae-
ologists, working only with materials, it can be very useful to turn to ethnography 
and sociology to gain new insight and open your eyes to alternative interpretations. 
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However, it is important to avoid the pitfalls of bad analogies and empty, universal-
ist statements. Perhaps it is better to see these concepts as tools in the ‘archaeo-
logical toolbox’ as it were. Keep these tools at hand when looking at your materials, 
but realise that theory should never take precedence over the dataset. In the end 
the materials should always win out. I feel that existing publications sometimes do 
not realise this point sufﬁciently and make claims which cannot be substantiated 
with the datasets at hand. 
 During the process of writing this thesis I have come to realise that some 
the concepts could not bring me any closer to any real answers, so does this mean 
I failed in my attempts? I do not think so. I have given an thorough analysis of the 
material, been honest about the shortcomings in my dataset and given realistic 
interpretations. 
6.3 Avenues for further research
I would still argue that the themes chosen for this thesis can teach us something 
about the archaeological dataset if we take a more contextual and practical ap-
proach. 
 When dealing with the intrinsic properties of ﬁgurines, miniaturisation and 
schematisation, the example from Meskell et al. 2008 is poignant when she ex-
amined use wear on ﬁgurines at Çatalhöyük and found they were possibly carried 
around. Here the subject of miniaturisation is approached in a practical way, and 
so allows us to make context-related, to-the-point statements which actually tell us 
something about how ﬁgurines functioned in a particular case-study.
 I cannot answer the questions surrounding intrinsic qualities at this moment 
for the Tell Sabi Abyad ﬁgurines, but in the future this avenue of research might en-
able us to make more speciﬁc statements about the dataset then would be possi-
ble when using, for example, Bailey’s approach and look at their small size through 
psychology. 
 The abstract nature of our anthropomorphic leads us to wonder if ﬁgurines 
were really anthropomorphic. Are there changes to been seen through time; did 
more naturalistic depictions become more stylised? Are there human depictions 
on other forms of material culture to be found at Tell Sabi Abyad, and can we see 
similarities or differences between these depictions and ﬁgurines? 
 I argue, that a very interesting clue on how ﬁgurines functioned lies in their 
stylised nature. Indeed, the distinction between tokens and ﬁgurines was some-
times hard to make. Did they perhaps have functions similar to that of tokens, can 
we perhaps ﬁnd them in contexts or in relation to other ‘administrative items’ as 
was the case in the Burnt Village? 
 Another interesting avenue of research is to see if a stronger case can be 
made for ﬁgurines in ﬁre-related contexts when we look at the entire dataset from 
Operation III. The dataset used for this thesis was perhaps not ideally suited fro 
this. Perhaps, we can distinguish patterns through time and differences between 
categories if we adapt a longer time-span. 
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More research has to be done to establish deliberate breakage in ﬁgurines. Future 
work on the complete dataset consisting of more than 600 fragments from Tell Sabi 
Abyad should offer a better chance of ﬁnding evidence for this.
 Finally, materiality of the ﬁgurines is another interesting area of investiga-
tion. Unfortunately we do not have access to the materials or the site at the mo-
ments, but it would be interesting to look at the origin of the clay used for ﬁgurines. 
Did it come from a particular source or not? Does the clay differ from that used to 
make other clay items? We can also look at the substances used (if any) to temper 
the clay. 
 Another question to answer is why some ﬁgurines were exposed to ﬁre 
and others were not. Are there patterns to be seen between categories. The same 
goes for ﬁgurine decorations. Why were some ﬁgurines decorated and others not? 
In the case of rounded-shape ﬁgurines, many of them are decorated in quite an 
eloborate and time consuming manner, with bands of appliqués. Why would this be 
the case? 
 So, it become clear that there are still many questions to be answered 
about the ﬁgurines from Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. In total there are more than 
600 fragments to be catalogued and analysed. The story is therefore far from com-
plete, and it is a story deﬁnitely worth telling. The meticulous recording of even the 
smallest fragments, their well-recorded contexts and secure carbon dates makes 
for an opportunity to give an accurate and detailed analysis of ﬁgurines in a way 
that is now sometimes lacking in ﬁgurine publications. Here we have an opportu-
nity to do the archaeological material justice!

LIST	OF	TABLES	AND	FIGURES	
TABLES
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Figurines and fragments sorted by cat-
egory and stratigraphic level.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Figurine categories in relative and abso-
lute numbers.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Figurines sorted by category, showing 
degree of fragmentation. 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Figurines sorted by stratigraphic level 
and category. Showing the numbers (relative and absolute) of ﬁgurines 
found in each level.
Tell Sabi abyad, Operation III. Figurines sorted by ﬁnd context and cat-
egory, in absolute and relative numbers.
Figurine types one to four and their states of fragmentation.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. List of ﬁgurines and their main charac-
teristics.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Figurine fragmentation.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Figurines and their ﬁnd contexts, part I. 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Figurines and their ﬁnd contexts, part II. 
FIGURES
Map of Syria, showing the location of the site of Tell Sabi Abyad and oth-
er Late Neolithic sites in Upper Mesopotamia (Akkermans et al. 2006, 
125).
Map of the northern part of the Balikh Valley, showing the location of the 
four mounds that make up Khirbet Sabi Abyad (Russell 2010, 5).
The mound of Tell Sabi Abyad and the various excavation areas. Op-
eration I: south-east; Operation II: north-east; Operation III: north-west; 
Operation IV: west; Operation V: south-west (Russell 2010, 6).
Tell Sabi Abyad. Section through Operation III showing the construction 
of the mound and the superposition of main periods (for chronology see 
ﬁg. 2.5) (Van der Plicht et al. 2011, 231).
Absolute and relative chronology for the excavations at Tell Sabi Abyad, 
and for Tell Sabi Abyad II and III (Russell 2010, 8).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Level A1, sub-phase C (Russell 2010, 
14).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Level B7, sub-phase B (Russell 2010, 
15).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Level B2 (Russell 2010, 17).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Plan of the Early Halaf Settlement, ca. 
5900 BC (Akkermans in prep.).
36
40
41
45
46 
49
100
101
102
103
12
13
14
14
15
17
17
18
19
62
Re-Figuring the past
1 
2
3
4
5 
6 
7 
8
9
10
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Examples of ﬁgurine types: Pillar- shape 
(Type 1); Rounded-shape (Type 2); Cone-shape (Type 3). Source ma-
terial: Tell Sabi Abyad archive, Leiden.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Example of zoomorphic ﬁgurines (Type 
4) (source: Tell Sabi Abyad archive, Leiden).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Examples indeterminate pieces showing 
a probable arm and horn (source: Tell Sabi Abyad archive, Leiden).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Length of ﬁgurines. 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Width of ﬁgurines. 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Heigth of ﬁgurines. 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Figurines sorted by materials. The hori-
zontal bar indicates absolute numbers, relative numbers are shown in-
side the columns.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Figurines sorted by category and materi-
als. Absolute numbers of each material is shown inside the coloured 
columns.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Figure showing the type of markings pre-
sent on ﬁgurines in each category, and how many (in absolute and rela-
tive numbers) ﬁgurines in each category bear markings.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Overview of the ﬁnd contexts of the ﬁgu-
rines.
Figurine types one to four, with the potential breaking points indicated 
by dashed lines.
The ‘Seated Anthropomorph Complex’ (Lesure 2011, 163).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Photograph of F05-104 (source:Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from top to bottom): 
F04-002; F04-006; F05-104 and F07-004.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Photograph of F07-007 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Picture of F07-008 (source: Tell Sabi Ab-
yad archive, Leiden).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from top to bottom): 
F07-006; F07-007; F07-008.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Picture of F07-024 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Picture of F08-003 (source: Tell Sabi Ab-
yad archive, Leiden).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from left to right, top to 
bottom): F07-024; F07-027; F08-003; F08-040 and F08-045.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Picture of O03-075 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden).
38
39
39
42
42
42
43
43
44
47
48
55
76
77
78
78
79
80
80
81
82
63
Tables and ﬁgures
10
11
12
13
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21
22
23 
24
25
26
27 
28 
29
30
64
Re-Figuring the past
31
32
33
34
35
36
37 
38 
39 
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
83
85
86
87
88
88
89
90
90
91
92
92
93
95
96
97
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from top to bottom): 
O03-075; O05-239; O07-006 and O07-025.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from left to right, top 
to bottom): O07-027; O07-032; O07-038; O07-033; O07-123; O07-133 
and O07-258.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Photograph of F07-011 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from left to right, top to 
bottom): F07-011; F08-013; O07-044; O08-191 and O08-234.
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Photograph of F08-011 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden).
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Photograph of F08-007 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden). 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from top to bottom): 
F07-038; F08-011 and F08-007. 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Photograph of F07-014 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden). 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Photograph of F07-026 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden). 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from top to bottom): 
F07-014 and F07-026. 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Photograph of F05-089 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden). 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Photograph of F07-039 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden). 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from top to bottom): 
F05-089 and F07-039. 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from top to bottom): 
F07-043; F07-047; O05-287 and O08-277. 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Photograph of F07-002 (source: Tell Sabi 
Abyad archive, Leiden). 
Tell Sabi Abyad, Operation III. Drawing showing (from top to bottom): 
F07-002 and F07-010.

66
Re-Figuring the past
DUTCH	AND	ENGLISH	SUMMARIES
Summary
Figurines have been the subject of many archaeological studies and publications 
since the early 20th century. Studies in the past tended to be universalistic in na-
ture and studied ﬁgurines mostly as art objects. In recent years there has been a 
move towards more contextualised research and a move away from universalistic 
explanations. 
 However, there are still some shortcomings in ﬁgurine literature. Site pub-
lications often lack synthesis into a larger temporal and geographical framework. 
Also ﬁgurines are sometimes still presented out of context and treated separately, 
as if they fall into a singular, special category, instead of being part of the artefact 
assemblage as a whole. 
 New interesting themes in ﬁgurine theory have emerged, but these have to 
be critically reviewed and assessed for their practical use. Turning to other ﬁelds 
like sociology and psychology can lead to interesting viewpoints, but can also re-
sult in generalising statements which, in the end, do not help with interpreting an 
individual dataset.
 In this thesis some of the new themes in ﬁgurine theory have been cho-
sen, namely: fragmentation, ﬁgurines and ﬁre-related contexts, miniaturisation and 
schematisation and ﬁnally, materiality. The literature on these themes has been 
reviewed and subsequently the value and usability of these themes has been as-
sessed by applying them on a case study – the (Early) Halaf ﬁgurines of Tell Sabi 
Abyad, Operation III. 
 The case-study showed that these themes can lead to new insights, but 
only when taking a more contextual and practical approach. Some new research 
questions were also formulated which can be dealt with in future research.
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Dutch and English summaries
Samenvatting
Figurines zijn al sinds het begin van de 20e eeuw onderwerp van veel onderzoek 
en publicaties. In het verleden was onderzoek erg universalistisch van karakter. 
Bovendien werden ﬁgurines vaak los gezien van andere materiële cultuur en be-
handeld als ‘speciale’ artefacten. In de afgelopen jaren is hier verandering in geko-
men, onderzoek is meer contextueel gericht en minder universalistisch.
 Er zijn echter nog steeds tekortkomingen te vinden in publicaties. Site pu-
blicaties missen vaak inbedding in een breder kader, waardoor vondsten vaak op 
zichzelf lijken te staan. Ook worden ﬁgurines soms nog steeds uit context gepre-
senteerd en apart gezet. 
 Er zijn nieuwe, interessante thema’s in theorievorming rondom ﬁgurines. 
Maar de toepasbaarheid van deze thema’s en interpretaties moet kritisch worden 
geëvalueerd. Door te kijken naar andere takken van wetenschap zoals sociologie 
en psychologie kunnen we tot interessante, nieuwe inzichten komen. Het kan ons 
echter ook verleiden tot het doen van nietszeggende uitspraken, die ons uiteinde-
lijk ook niets speciﬁeks vertellen over de dataset. 
 In deze scriptie zijn enkele thema’s geselecteerd, namelijk: fragmentatie, 
ﬁgurines en vuur, miniaturisatie en schematisatie, en tenslotte, materialiteit. De 
literatuur rondom deze thema’s is behandeld en de hoofdpunten uiteengezet. Ver-
volgens is het nut en de praktische toepasbaarheid van deze thema’s geëvalueerd 
door ze toe te passen op een case-study: de (vroeg)Halaf ﬁgurines van Tell Sabi 
Abyad, Operatie III. 
 Het is duidelijk geworden dat deze thema’s zeker toepasbaar zijn, maar al-
leen als er een meer contextuele en praktischere methodologie wordt gehanteerd. 
Tenslotte zijn er nieuwe onderzoeksvragen geformuleerd die in toekomstig onder-
zoek behandeld kunnen worden. 
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This ﬁgurine catalogue contains descriptions of each ﬁgurine fragment, including 
information on the the size, shape and materials. All the information has been com-
piled into a table to give a clear overview in appendix II (tab. II.I). Drawings from the 
original dayforms have been retraced, inked and added. Please note, these were 
done by the author and they are not to scale. Photographs, when available, have 
also been added. 
Figurines from level A1-Pre-Halaf (6335-6225 BC) 
Masterﬁle number: F04-002, found in square F5 (Locus-Lot: 13-25). 
This ﬁgurine is made of unbaked clay and measures 2.7 cm in length, width is 1.3 
to 1.7 cm and it has a thickness of 0.7 to 1.3 cm. This irregular shaped piece is 
roughly cylindrical, fractured at both ends. It has a round impressions, and some 
marks, which appear to be ‘cutting-like’ impressions. It has been designated to be 
part of a pillar-shape, anthropomorphic ﬁgurine (ﬁg. 23).
Masterﬁle number: F04-006, found in square G4 (Locus-Lot: 09-23).
This ﬁgurine is made of unbaked clay and measures 4 cm in length and 3.2 cm 
in diameter at its base and 0.7 cm at the ‘torso’. The ﬁgurine is broken into four 
pieces, which ﬁt together. It has a roughly oval-shaped base and a roughly cylin-
drical ‘torso’. The ﬁgurine seems to be more or less complete, which means the 
torso end in a rounded point, with no arms or head. It best ﬁts the category of a 
rounded-shape anthropomorphic ﬁgurine, although the base is somewhat ﬂatter 
than usual (ﬁg. 23).
Masterﬁle number: F05-104, found in square G5 (Locus-Lot: 58-123). 
This ﬁgurine is made of clay, which 
is light-brown in colour. It meas-
ures 3.1 cm in length and 1.5 cm in 
width. This piece is clearly shaped, 
the surface is smoothened. The 
piece is not diagnostic of any form 
though, so I have labelled it as un-
diagnostic (ﬁg. 23).
Masterﬁle number: F07-004, found in square G3s (Locus-lot: 108-322). 
This ﬁgurine is made of clay. The object measures 2.9 cm in length, 1.3 cm in width 
and 1.3 cm in height. I have categorised it as zoomorphic, although it is not entirely 
clear. The elongated shape has two protrusions, interpreted on the day form as 
either horns or legs, it is broken at one end. To me, it looks to be the back end of 
the body with two hind leg. The surface is partially smoothened and shiny (perhaps 
indicating use wear). There are also some scratches visible (ﬁg. 22 and ﬁg. 23).
Figure	22.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Photo-
graph	of	F05-104	(source:	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	
Leiden).
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Figure	23.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	top	to	bottom):	F04-002;	F04-
006;	F05-104	and	F07-004.
F04-002
F04-006
F05-104
F07-004
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Masterﬁle number: F07-006, found in square G3s (Locus-lot: 109-319). 
This object is made of burnt clay. This piece measures 3.0 cm in length, 1.3 cm in 
width and 1.5 cm in height. It is an un-diagnostic piece of clay, roughly rectangular 
in shape. The drawing is not particularly clear on the day form, thus it is very hard 
to identify what it might be. However, it was designated a ﬁgurine fragment, so I 
have added it to the database (ﬁg 26). 
Masterﬁle number: F07-007, found in square H3 (Locus-lot: 134-263). 
This object is made of clay. The object meas-
ures 5.6 cm in length and 1.6 cm in width. The 
day form also mentions a height measurement 
of 2.0 cm, but I am not sure what is meant by 
this. This ﬁgurine falls into the category of cone-
shape ﬁgurines. It is roughly conical in shape. 
It is preserved to almost its entire length, with 
just the tip broken off. There is no sign of arms 
or anything resembling a face. The surface is 
cracked in several places, at its tip there is a 
ﬁnger impression, and near the bottom a nail im-
pression is preserved (ﬁg. 24 and ﬁg. 26).
Masterﬁle number: F07-008, found in square G3s (Locus-lot: 107-338). 
This object  is made of clay. It measures 4.2 cm 
in length, 4.9 cm in width and 1.1 cm in height. 
This piece is part of a zoomorphic ﬁgurine. It is a 
piece of the body broken at the neck and at the 
bottom. The clay seems to have been pulled up-
wards at the top, to perhaps demarcate a spine, 
or mane. No legs are visible (ﬁg. 25 and ﬁg. 26)..
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Figure	24.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	
III.	Photograph	of	F07-007	(source:	
Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
Figure	25.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	
III.	Picture	of	F07-008	(source:	Tell	
Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
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Figure	26.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	top	to	bottom):	F07-006;	F07-
007	and	F07-008.
F07-006
F07-007
F07-008
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Masterﬁle number: F07-024, found in square I4 (locus-lot: 126-161). 
This piece is made of clay. It 
measures 2.8 cm in length, 1.1 
cm in width and 0.9 cm in diam-
eter. This fragment is categorised 
as indeterminate. Most likely it is 
a horn, due to its elongated coni-
cal shape, ending in a sharp point. 
The surface is smooth with some 
scratches (ﬁg. 27 and ﬁg. 29). 
Masterﬁle number: F07-027, found in square H4 (Locus-lot: 78-173). 
This piece is made of unbaked clay. It measures 4.2 cm in length, 1.7 cm in length 
and 1.2 cm in diameter. This conical shaped piece has an oval base. The surface 
of the piece is smooth with some scratches. It falls into the pillar-shape category. 
It is broken at the top, there are no indication of arms or neck are visible (ﬁg. 29).
Masterﬁle number: F08-003, found in square H5e (Locus-lot: 510-519). 
This piece is made of baked clay. It measures 2.25 cm in 
length, 0.87 cm in width and 1.2 cm in height. This piece fall 
into the category of indeterminate pieces. It is either an arm or 
a horn. This conical piece is quite curved and ends in a sharp 
point (ﬁg. 28 and ﬁg. 29).
Masterﬁle number: F08-040, found in square I5 (Locus-lot: 299-510). 
This piece is made of baked clay and measures  3.55 cm in length, 1.77 cm in 
width and 1.05 cm in height. This piece is un-diagnostic. It is quite ﬂat, widening at 
the top where it is fractured. Perhaps a leg of a zoomorphic ﬁgurine, but this is not 
entirely clear (ﬁg. 29). 
Masterﬁle number: F08-045, found in square I6 (Locus-lot: 116-344). 
This piece is made of baked clay and measures 2.67 cm in length, 1.36 cm in width 
and 1.12 cm in height. The object is un-diagnostic. It is roughly cylindrical and frac-
tured at one side (ﬁg. 29). 
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Figure	27.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.		Picture	of	
F07-024	(source:	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
Figure	28.	Tell	Sabi	
Abyad,	Oper	ation	III.	
Picture	of	F08-003	
(source:	Tell	Sabi	Aby-
ad	archive,	Leiden).
Figure	29.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	left	to	right,	top	to	bottom):	
F07-024;	F07-027;	F08-003;	F08-040	and	F08-045.
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F07-024
F07-027
F08-003 F08-040
F08-045
Masterﬁle number: O03-075, found in square F3 (Locus-lot: 52-88). 
This object is 
dubbed ‘ceramic’, 
which probably 
means it is made 
of baked clay. The 
colour, however, is 
described as ‘dark 
brown to black’, so 
perhaps the piece 
is burnt. It meas-
ures 2.0 cm in length, 1.9 cm in width and 2.1 cm  in height. This fragment falls into 
the category of rounded-shape category of anthropomorphic ﬁgurines. The base 
is preserved, fractured at the thin ‘torso’. This piece has appliques, two have sur-
vived, seven rounded imprints show there were nine originally. Each applique has 
three horizontal nail impressions. Beneath the appliques an irregular piece of clay 
is visible and a depression that runs around the entire object, so perhaps originally 
a band of clay encircled the object as well (ﬁg. 30 and ﬁg. 31). 
Masterﬁle number: O05-239, found in square G5n (Locus-lot: 525-533). 
This piece is made of clay and measures 3.0 cm in length, 1.2 cm in width and 1.0 
at its base. The piece is labelled as an anthropomorphic piece with even a possible 
breast being visible. I cannot make this out from the drawing. The piece is roughly 
cylindrical in section, broken at its tip and rounded at the other end. A lump is vis-
ible on the surface as is a nail impression. Judging from the drawing, I would label 
the piece as un-diagnostic (ﬁg. 31).
Masterﬁle number: O07-006, found in square H5 (Locus-lot: 81-138). 
This fragment is made of baked clay and measures 2.8 cm in length, 2.0 cm in 
width and has a thickness of 0.7 cm. The piece is a ﬂat oval fractured at one end. 
On the other end a small clay lump is visible. On the day form the piece is labelled 
as anthropomorphic, representing a body and the ‘lump’ being a foot. This would 
make is a new type of anthropomorph. I am not convinced it is anthropomorphic 
though, and thus labelled it un-diagnostic. Incisions are visible on the surface (ﬁg. 
31).
Masterﬁle number: O07-025, found in square G3s (Locus-lot 96-276). 
This piece is made of burnt clay. It measures 3.9 cm in length, 1.8 cm in width and 
1.5 cm in height. The piece is nothing more than a cone, fractured at both ends. It 
has some scratches on its surface. I have labelled it as a cone-shape ﬁgurine (ﬁg. 
31).
Figure	30.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Picture	of	O03-075	(source:	
Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
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Figure	31.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	top	to	bottom):	O03-075;	O05-
239;	O07-006	and	O07-025.
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O03-075
O05-239
O07-006
O07-025
Masterﬁle number: O07-027, found in square G3s (Locus-lot: 96-276). 
The piece is made of clay, slightly burnt on one side. The piece measures 1.9 cm 
in length, 0.8 cm in width and 0.7 cm in height. It was labelled a token, but I have 
placed it into the indeterminate category, most likely it represents an arm. It is 
roughly oval in section, slightly curved ending in a rounded point. It is fractured at 
both ends (ﬁg. 32).
Masterﬁle number: O07-032, found in square G3s (Locus-lot: 100-283). 
This piece is made of clay and measures 2.0 cm in length, 1.9 in width, and 1.8 cm 
in height. The piece is designated as pillar-shaped, fractured just above the base. 
The surface shows ﬁngernail impressions and a small hole on the bottom of the 
base. It is unclear if the object is pierced all the way through (ﬁg. 32).
Masterﬁle number: O07-033, found in square G3s (Locus-lot: 103-284). 
The piece is made of burnt clay and measures 1.3 cm in length, 1.9 cm in width and 
2 cm in diameter. The piece forms the base of a rounded-shape anthropomorph. 
The base is slightly more ﬂat in section than it normally is. It is broken at the top. A 
band of horizontal ﬁngernail impressions runs around the object. Plant impressions 
are visible on the bottom (ﬁg. 32). 
Masterﬁle number: O07-038, found in square G3s (Locus-lot: 100-297). 
This fragment is made of clay and measures 4.4 cm in length, 2.2 cm in width and 
1.7 cm in height. The object is cone-shaped. Some scratches are visible, perhaps 
some ﬁngernail impressions. There are no indications of arms or a neck, I have 
placed it in the category of cone-shaped ﬁgurines (ﬁg. 32)
Masterﬁle number: O07-123, found in square G3s (Locus-lot: 120-348). 
This piece is made of clay and measures 2.1 cm in length and 1.4 cm in diameter. 
This small fragment is un-diagnostic. It is slightly conical, and looks like perhaps 
being part of a pillar-shape, but it is unclear (ﬁg. 32).
Masterﬁle number: O07-133, found in square I4 (Locus-lot: 108-120). 
This piece is made of clay, the remark is made that it has a dark-coloured patch, so 
perhaps it is partially burnt. It measures 2.0 cm in height and 1.0 cm in diameter. 
Again this is a small fragment and is un-diagnostic. It is cylindrical in section and a 
groove runs along one side. It is fractured on one end (ﬁg. 32). 
Masterﬁle number: O07-258, found in square G3s (Locus-lot: 43-419). 
The object is made of non-burnt clay (does this mean unbaked as well?) and meas-
ures 2.1 cm in length, 0.9 cm in width and 0.7 cm in height. It is conical in shape, 
ending in a point, the other end is fractured. I have labelled it as indeterminate. 
Most likely it represents a horn (ﬁg. 32).
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Figure	32.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	left	to	right,	top	to	bottom):	
O07-027;	O07-032;	O07-038;	O07-033;	O07-123;	O07-133	and	O07-258.	
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O07-032 O07-038
O07-027
O07-033 O07-123
O07-133 O07-258
Figurines from level B8 (6180-6105 BC)
Masterﬁle number F07-011, found in square I5 (Locus-lot: 141-166). 
This object is made of 
clay and measures 2.8 
cm in length, 1.6 cm 
in width and 1.8 cm in 
height. This piece is a 
zoomorphic ﬁgurine, al-
most complete. The ani-
mal appears to be bo-
vine, although no clear 
horns are visible. Is has a 
groove and a scratch on its head, which probably represent eyes. A ﬁnger impres-
sion is visible on the back. Only the left front – and hind leg are preserved (ﬁg. 33 
and ﬁg. 34). 
Masterﬁle number F08-013, found in square I6 (Locus-lot: 76-250). 
This object is made of baked clay, which is dark in colour. It measures 4.5 cm in 
length, 2.05 in width and 1 cm in height. The piece is slightly curved broken at two 
ends. One end is thicker and shows, three fractured surfaces. Perhaps this piece 
was attached to something larger. I have labelled it indeterminate. The most likely 
designation would be an arm or leg (ﬁg. 34).
Masterﬁle number O07-044, found in square H4 (Locus-lot: 28-45). 
This object is made of clay and measures 3.5 cm in length, 0.9 cm in width and 0.9 
cm in height. The piece is a very thin, elongated piece, fractured at both ends. Sev-
eral scratches and notches can be seen on the surface. The piece is un-diagnostic 
(ﬁg. 34).
Masterﬁle number: O08-191, found in square J6 (Locus-lot: 76-225). 
This piece is made of baked clay and is greyish in colour. It measures 2.85 cm in 
length and 1.02 cm in diameter. This conical piece tapers out into a point, the other 
end is fractured. Some ﬁngernail impressions can be seen. I have classiﬁed it as 
indeterminate, probably it represents a horn or arm (ﬁg. 34)
Masterﬁle number: O08-234, found in square I6 (Locus-lot: 76-250). 
This piece is made of clay and measures 3.1 cm in length, 1.09 cm in width and 
0.83 cm in height. This piece is shaped like an arm or leg, but is made out of two 
pieces of clay which are pressed together, making this an unusual piece. The piece 
is fractured at one end, the other end shows an impression of some kind. Because 
of its unusual nature, I have labelled the piece un-diagnostic (ﬁg. 34).
Figure	33.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Photograph	of	F07-011	
(source:	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
Re-Figuring the past
86
Figure	34.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	left	to	right,	top	to	bottom):	
F07-011;	F08-013;	O07-044;	O08-191	and	O08-234.
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F07-011
F08-013 O07-044
O08-191 O08-234
Figurines from level B7 (6125 – 6080 BC)
Masterﬁle number: F07-038, found in square I4 (Locus-lot: 193-263). 
In the stratigraphical database this ﬁgurine was assigned to level B7/A1. It is made 
of baked clay, measuring 5.3 cm in length, 1.0 cm in width and 0.9 cm in height. 
The piece is cone-shaped, fractured at both ends. The surface is smooth, with a 
groove on one side of the object. I have labelled it indeterminate. It is most likely 
part (the tip) of a larger cone-shape ﬁgurine (ﬁg. 37). 
Masterﬁle number: F08-011, found in square J4 (Locus-lot: 300-555). 
This object is made of baked clay, which 
is greyish brown to beige in colour. The 
ﬁgurine measures 4.48 in length, 2.4 cm 
in width, 1.06 cm in height (I am not sure 
what this measurement represents) and 
the base of the ﬁgurine is 1.51 cm in diam-
eter. This ﬁgurine is a pillar-shape anthro-
pomorphic representation. It is quite ﬂat 
in section. One arm is partly present, the 
fracture for the other one is visible, and it is 
pointing forwards. There is also a fracture 
visible where its head would have been 
(ﬁg. 35 and ﬁg. 37). 
Figurines from level B4 (6050 - 6015 BC)and level B5 (6075 – 6040 BC)
Masterﬁle number: F08-007, found in square J4 (Locus-lot: 262-481), level 
B5. 
This ﬁgurine fragment is made of unbaked clay and measures 
2.82 cm in length, 1.33 cm in width and 1.30 cm in height. It is 
a cone-shaped piece, fractured at its broadest end. I have la-
belled it indeterminate, most likely it represents a horn. Some 
sort of incisions are visible on the piece, they appear to be 
ﬁngernail impressions, but there is no information on the day 
form (ﬁg. 36 and ﬁg. 37).
Figure	35.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	
Photograph	of	F08-011	(source:	Tell	Sabi	
Abyad	archive,	Leiden).	
Figure	36.	Tell	Sabi	
Abyad,	Operation	
III.	Photograph	of	
F08-007	(source:	Tell	
Sabi	Abyad	archive,	
Leiden).
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Figure	37.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	top	to	bottom):	F07-038;	F08-
011	and	F08-007.
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F07-038
F08-011
F08-007
Masterﬁle number: F07-014, found in square J5n (Locus-lot: 51-91), assigned 
to level B4/B5. 
This ﬁgurine 
is made of 
un-burnt clay, 
which is porous 
and brittle. The 
object meas-
ures 5.1 cm in 
length, 3.7 cm 
in width and 2.1 
cm in height. 
The piece is zoomorphic, most likely bovine. It is almost complete, fractures are 
visible were probable horns might have been. It’s legs have been partially pre-
served. Some ﬁngernail impressions are visible on the bottom of the object (ﬁg. 38 
and ﬁg. 40).
Masterﬁle number: F07-026, found in square J4 (Locus-lot: 144-227), as-
signed to level B4. 
This piece is made 
of unbaked clay, 
measuring 3.3 cm 
in length, 2.3 cm in 
width and 1.6 cm in 
height. The piece is 
un-diagnostic. It is 
angular, with frac-
tures on all sides, 
on the day form the 
piece is described 
as a ‘body’ with fractures for its legs and possibly a head, but this is unclear to me 
(ﬁgure 39 and ﬁg. 40). 
Figure	38.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Photograph	of	F07-014	(source:	
Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
Figure	39.		Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Photograph	of	F07-026	
(source:	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
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Figure	40.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	top	to	bottom):	F07-014	and	
F07-026.
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F07-014
F07-026
Figurines from level C (no carbon-dates available)
Masterﬁle number: F05-089, found in square I3 (Locus-lot: 51-91), assigned 
to level C/B5. 
This piece is made of 
clay and measures 2.3 
cm in height, 1.4 cm 
in width and 0.8 cm in 
height (= thickness). 
This piece is part of a 
pillar-shape ﬁgurine. 
Fractured at its base, 
neck and at one arm. 
The other arm is pre-
served, and projects 
sideward (ﬁg. 41 and 
ﬁg. 43).. 
Masterﬁle number: F07-039, found in square J3s (Locus-lot: 2-5). 
This ﬁgurine is 
made of baked 
clay. It meas-
ures 4.5 cm 
in length, 2.2 
cm in width 
and 1.5 cm in 
height. This 
ﬁgurine is zoo-
morphic, and 
represents a 
horned animal. 
The elongated 
body is pre-
served with a 
small tail, legs 
are also partly 
preserved. The head is present, but fractured, one ear/horn is visible (ﬁg. 42 and 
ﬁg. 43).
Figure	41.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Photograph	of	F05-089	
(source:	Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
Figure	42.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Photograph	of	F07-039	(source:	
Tell	Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
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Figure	43.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	top	to	bottom):	F05-089	and	
F07-039.
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F05-089
F07-039
Masterﬁle number: F07-043, found in square J3s (Locus-lot: 2-5). 
This piece is made of unbaked clay. However the day form mentions the surface 
being ‘hard and black’, so most likely the piece is burnt. It measures 1.4 cm in 
length, 0.7 cm in width and 0.7 cm in height. This small piece is un-diagnostic. It is 
round in section and fractured at both ends (ﬁg. 44).
Masterﬁle number: F07-047, found in square J3s (Locus-lot: 1-28). 
The piece is made of unbaked clay and measures 1.2 cm in length, 0.5 cm in width 
and 0.5 cm in height. This piece is round in section, and broken at two ends. I have 
labelled it un-diagnostic (ﬁg. 44).
Masterﬁle number: O05-287, found in square I3 (Locus-lot: 113-117), assigned 
to level C/B5. 
This piece is made of baked clay, it measures 3.3 cm in length, 1.0 cm in width and 
1.1 cm in height. The piece is un-diagnostic. Is roughly cylindrical in shape, ﬂaring 
out slightly at one end. The other end is broken (ﬁg. 44).
Masterﬁle number: O08-277, found in square I2 (Locus-lot: 6-15). 
This object is made of clay, perhaps baked, because the day form makes mention 
of it being a ‘misﬁre’. It measures 3.27cm in length, 2.98 cm in width and 1.7 cm in 
height. The piece is clearly a worked piece of clay, but is un-diagnostic. The day 
form labels it a possible ‘squashed’ bulls head, but that is unclear to me. One side 
of the objects shows possibly basketry/reed impressions (ﬁg. 44).
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Figure	44.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	top	to	bottom):	F07-043;	F07-
047;	O05-287	and	O08-277.
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F07-043
F07-047
O05-287
O08-277
Figurines from level D (no carbon-dates available)
Masterﬁle number: F07-002, found in square L5 (Locus-lot: 10-22), assigned 
to level D1A. 
This object is made of burnt clay and measures 4 cm in length, 1.5 cm in width and 
1.0 cm in height. It is part of a anthropomorphic, pillar-shape ﬁgurine. It is broken 
at the base. The torso and head are preserved, there is no indication of arms be-
ing present. The head was shaped by two ﬁnger impressions, two holes indicate 
eyes and an incision demarcates the mouth. There are ﬁngernail impressions on 
the ﬁgurine’s body and also an indentation with two small holes inside it (ﬁg. 45 
and ﬁg. 46).
Masterﬁle number: F07-010, found in square J5n (Locus-lot: 39-70), assigned 
to level D1B. 
This piece is made of clay, probably baked clay, as the day form calls it ‘pottery’. 
It measures 1.1 cm in length, 0.8 cm in width and 0.4 cm in height. The piece is 
very small, it is triangular in shape, but too ambiguous to assign it to a form, so it is 
labelled as un-diagnostic (ﬁg. 46).
Figure	45.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Photograph	of	F07-002	(source:	Tell	
Sabi	Abyad	archive,	Leiden).
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Figure	46.	Tell	Sabi	Abyad,	Operation	III.	Drawing	showing	(from	top	to	bottom):	F07-002	and	
F07-010.
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F07-002
F07-010
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